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Preface

This volume, Arts, Spirituality, and Religion, brings together a diverse collection of studies

that explore, from multiple perspectives and at the intersections of art, spirituality, and religion,

the religious phenomenon not as a static reality but as a dynamic field of symbolic production,

aesthetic mediation, and sociocultural construction. Drawing on religious studies, theology, art

history, anthropology, cultural studies, and spatial analysis, the volume examines how the sacred

is configured, embodied, spatialised, and re-inscribed through visual, performative, sonic, and

narrative devices. From biblical imagination to the contemporary, from popular religiosity to

political-religious strategies of legitimation, the studies presented here share a common concern:

to understand how religion manifests and transforms through processes of cultural representation

and translation.

The reflection begins with an exploration of the episode of the necromancer of Endor, in the First

Book of Samuel, analysing the body, power, and transgression in the visual construction of witchcraft.

From there, the journey broadens to popular religiosity, as seen in the study of the ’Alminhas” of

Sabugal, a material expression of devotion and collective memory, or to ritual practices and spatial

transformations within the context of Tujia sacrifice in China. The political-religious dimension is also

examined further through the analysis of the strategies of the Mu chiefs during the Ming dynasty, and

through the spatial reading of the murals in the Dabaoji Palace.

Modern and contemporary art emerge as a privileged field of symbolic re-elaboration, notably

in the reinterpretation of Hell in Robert Rauschenberg’s series of the same name, where religious

techniques and narrative intertwine, or in the exploration of Tōru Takemitsu’s musical visualisations,

which evoke cosmic metaphors and processes of spiritual transformation. The relationship

among memory, therapy, and society is examined in the study of Hexi Baojuan, while spiritual

expression in totemic art is approached through a multidimensional analysis of the sublime,

humanistic, and artistic. The volume also includes a reflection on the image of the bell in Taixu’s

poetry, evoking the resonance between sound, transcendence, and consciousness, culminating in

a theological and symbolic approach to the Domus Sapientiae metaphor, according to patristic,

theological, and liturgical tradition, highlighting the historical and doctrinal depth of Marian and

Christological images.

The scope of this work is thus simultaneously interdisciplinary and intercultural. It brings

together contributions from theology, religious studies, art history, anthropology, cultural studies,

and spatial analysis, aiming to offer a comprehensive reading of the ways in which the religious is

embodied, spatialised, and aestheticised. Its purpose is to foster dialogue between different academic

traditions and cultural contexts, promoting a rich and complex understanding of religious experience

as a lived, represented, and reinterpreted phenomenon over time.

The underlying motivation for this work lies in the conviction that artistic expressions and

culture not only manifest as a reflection of religion but also actively participate in its construction

and transformation. In a contemporary context, characterised by rapid social changes and renewed

identity tensions, it becomes particularly relevant to revisit how the sacred is imagined, inscribed in

space, and transmitted through images, sounds, and narratives.
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This volume is aimed at researchers, teachers, and students in religious studies, theology, art

history, anthropology, and the social sciences, as well as all readers interested in understanding the

multiple forms of expression of the sacred. It is hoped that the contributions gathered here will

stimulate new research and deepen the academic debate on the dynamics between religion, art,

and society.

The guest editors wish to thank the authors for their important contributions, without which

this Special Issue would not exist; the reviewers for their time and effort in analysing and providing

valuable comments and corrections; and the editorial team for efficiently managing the review and

publication process, with special thanks to the Managing Editor.

Fátima Matos Silva and Emı́lia Simão

Guest Editors
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Abstract: This article examines the “Alminhas” of the municipality of Sabugal in the Beira
Alta region (Portugal) as expressions of popular religiosity and cultural heritage. The
main goal of the study is to survey and analyse the iconography of tile panels found in
27 preserved oratories within the area. A qualitative methodology was employed, involving
bibliographic research and fieldwork conducted across the 30 parishes of the municipality.
This fieldwork involved taking photographs, georeferencing sites and collecting local
testimonies. The research revealed that Christian themes, primarily focused on saving souls
in purgatory, are prevalent, particularly images of Christ crucified, Our Lady of Mount
Carmel, and angels interceding for the souls in flames. There are also newer devotional
motifs, such as Our Lady of Fátima. The findings emphasise the importance of these
structures as symbols of local identity and evidence of deep-rooted religious customs,
although they are currently threatened by deterioration, vandalism and undocumented
changes. This work helps to recognise the “Alminhas” as an essential part of Portuguese
religious and popular artistic heritage.

Keywords: “Alminhas”; Sabugal; popular art; religiosity

1. Introduction

At least since the 17th century, popular religiosity has played a central role in shaping
and signifying the territory, manifesting in the construction of “Alminhas” (in English,
“little souls” or “shrines”), small sacred structures scattered throughout the country. The
region of Sabugal, Beira Alta (Figure 1), stands out as one of the most densely populated
by these manifestations of popular faith. Additionally, in the regions of Minho and Trás-os-
Montes, this type of popular religious heritage is abundant, whereas it is relatively scarce
in other regions such as Alentejo.

Along with the multiplicity of typologies and scales, these examples of popular
architecture have distinct stylistic affiliations. In many cases, we find a clear intersection
between erudite forms and decorations (namely from the Baroque period) and a strong
regional imprint, linked to the most varied aspects of popular beliefs and culture.

Religions 2025, 16, 1485 https://doi.org/10.3390/rel16121485
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Figure 1. Location of Sabugal, Beira Alta, Portugal (scale 0:200 km). Source: Google Maps, 2025.

On paths or roads, at the entrance or inside villages, at crossroads or on top of hills, we
often find small and simple religious monuments that remind us of the souls of the dead:
they are the so-called “Alminhas”. They are mainly memorials built to honour and pray
for the souls of the deceased, especially those in purgatory, so their primary purpose is
devotional and commemorative. However, they also have a secondary, apotropaic function.
Because they mark places where the living and the dead symbolically meet, they act as
spiritual safeguards for travellers and communities. People believed that by showing
respect and praying for the souls, they would, in return, receive protection from misfortune
or evil forces.

In Antiquity, several people believed in the presence of supernatural entities along the
paths. These beliefs may have been at the origin of the creation of small places of veneration
and practices that, over time and with the Christianization of the peoples, contributed to
the emergence of the “Alminhas” (Torres and Osório 2016).

Architecturally, the “Alminhas” consist of a niche usually made of stone, topped by
a cross, placed alone on a path or embedded in a rural wall, on the façade of a house, a
chapel or the portal of a farm. Although the niche assumes considerable value, even for the
laborious work it sometimes presents, the panel, usually embedded, is undoubtedly the
central part of the construction, as it is in it that the evocation of souls is materialised. The
materials used in its elaboration are diverse, ranging from wood, sheet metal, ceramics,
and slate to the bottom stone of the niche itself, and to the more recent and abundant use
of tile (Silva and da Silva 2024), which has replaced most of the panels made from other
materials. The taste and economic capacity of those who order it dictate the choice at each
moment.

The figures on the panel are not very diverse. Christ Crucified, the Virgin Mary, or
a patron saint mostly occupy the upper plane. Flanking them are almost always two
angels, in a waiting position, waiting to remove the souls from the fire or, sometimes,
already removing them. In the background, flanking the central figure, appear, in most
cases, Our Lady (under various invocations) or local devotion saints. The lower part of
the panel is intended for souls, represented anthropomorphically in a position of prayer
and supplication, during which the king, the pope, the bishop, the priest or the friar may
often appear, thus alerting themselves to the equality of mortals in the face of divine justice
(Silva 2001).
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A hole for the introduction of alms, placed below the panel, and, in many cases, an
iron grate to protect against evil intentions, complete the structure of the monument.

Although it is quite old and already present in the origins of Christianity, the cult
of souls came to be represented later through the “Alminhas”. Artistic depictions of
Purgatory show burning souls—identified by human figures in the flames—begging for
help, while angels or saints intercede for them, symbolising purification before Heaven.
These representations are prevalent in the “Alminhas”, as this study demonstrates.

The Protestant Reformation, unleashed by Martin Luther in the first half of the six-
teenth century, denied the existence of purgatory and, consequently, the cult of souls
(Almeida 1964). The Counter-Reformation1, in response to Lutheran doctrine, proclaimed
the existence of purgatory in turn. Catholics, affirming their belief and devotion to souls,
began to materialise them in these small monuments (Almeida 1964).

According to Gonçalves (1959), in Portugal, the artistic representation of purgatory began
at the end of the sixteenth century, with the “Alminhas” appearing in the seventeenth century.

The construction structure, as a religious and artistic heritage, its implantation in
the territory and its importance as a testimony to the religious, spiritual, and cultural
feelings of the community under study are fundamental reasons to trigger a research
study. However, our attention was drawn to the large number of “Alminhas” in Beira Alta,
particularly in the municipality of Sabugal, where 329 examples of this type of heritage are
catalogued, a result of the intersection of religiosity and popular art. Even more so because
the “Alminhas” do not exist in such large quantities in all geographical areas of Portugal.

In view of these findings, our study area is distributed in the municipality of Sabugal,
located in Beira Alta, in the district of Guarda, in the northeast of Portugal. It is a border
area that borders Spain, currently comprising 30 parishes and covering a geographical area
of 822.70 km2.

Given the increasingly rapid degradation and even destruction of this type of religious
heritage, there is a need to study and document it, particularly the panels, which have been
the ones that have disappeared in greater quantity. Thus, the main objective is to survey
and study various aspects of the “Alminhas” panels existing in the municipality of Sabugal.

This article focuses on beginning an inventory and study of “Alminhas”, which is
developed in five sections. The first, which now ends, introduces the theme, contextualises
it historically and indicates the objectives; the second approaches the existing literature and
historical evolution; the third summarises the methodology used in the investigation; the
fourth describes and analyses the object of study, and finally, the discussion of the themes
and the conclusions reached are presented.

2. Literature Review and Historical Evolution

“Alminhas” and cruises constitute a significant body of popular religious heritage.
The existing literature is scarce, and in general, it analyses the possible origins, forms,
functions, historical contexts, and geographical distribution. Therefore, there is a vital need
to study and preserve it.

The origins of these structures are the subject of different theories and interpretations.
Some authors, including Correia (1916, 1937) and Vasconcelos (1991), propose a connection
to the Roman altars dedicated to the Lares Viales, gods of the paths and the Lares Compitales,
gods of the crossroads. This hypothesis is often based on the geographical arrangement
of these oratories. Espírito Santo (1980) also proposes a pre-Roman origin for Portuguese
oratories, also based on geographical arrangement (Rodrigues et al. 2023). Ancient forms,
such as simple wooden crosses or stone cruises, may have preceded the “Alminhas”,
serving as the Church’s method of marking territory and discouraging pre-Christian
practices at strategic points (Vieira 2019). The religious phenomenon of the “Alminhas” is
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understandable from a historical perspective, recognising that different manifestations of
the sacred varied according to times and cultures. The origin is linked to an ideology that
took shape in a belief, shaped by time and history, which has grown and matured over the
centuries (Rodrigues 2010).

Popular religiosity encompasses deeply held religious feelings and a rich practice
that draws on lived experiences and emotions. This experiential dimension, centred on
interaction with the supernatural through the interpretation of events as having moral
significance or divine intent, can be seen as a manifestation of spirituality. Religious belief
emerges as the result of a process of interpretation mediated by culture and symbolic
language, rather than as an immediate perception (Martín 2009).

Popular religion is thus sometimes associated with spirituality, highlighting the grow-
ing importance of extraordinary experiences of transcendence among individuals who
move away from established religious institutions. Syncretism, a characteristic of popular
religiosity, also incorporates concepts associated with spirituality, such as the reinterpreta-
tion of Catholic figures (Virgin, saints) as spiritual guides (Bastidas et al. 2021).

A crucial factor in the development and spread of the “Alminhas” was the theological
formalisation of the concept of purgatory. Although discussions had already existed before
the Councils of Lyon in 1274 and Florence in 1439, the Council of Trent in 1563 definitively
established Purgatory as a dogma (Rodrigues 2010). This led to a strong emphasis on the
suffrage of souls through prayers, almsgiving and masses, encouraging the living to help
souls in purification (Vieira 2019). This intense devotion to the souls in purgatory became
particularly prominent in Portugal, between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
(Almeida 1964).

The Confraternities and Brotherhoods dedicated to souls were fundamental in pop-
ularising the cult during the Ancien Régime, ordering altars and disseminating specific
iconography (Cardoso 2011). The visual representation of souls suffering in flames, of-
ten depicted as naked bodies, became common from the seventeenth century onwards,
sometimes taking inspiration from larger representations of purgatory located in church
altarpieces (Rodrigues 2010).

The “Alminhas” exhibit diverse morphologies, potentially evolving from ephemeral
images placed on trees or walls to more permanent forms, such as monolithic structures,
small chapels, niches, or oratories (Vieira 2019). These forms, depending on the region,
take on different designations and often confuse the various concepts. Similar structures,
known as “Petos de Ánimas”, are referenced in Galicia from the 16th century onwards
(Bouzas 1932; Ferro and Reboredo 2010).

From the end of the nineteenth century, a trend emerged towards simpler forms and
production, characterised by more uniform compositions that reduced regional variation
(Vieira 2019).

Cruises also acquired catechetical and disciplinary roles after the Catholic Reformation.
Cruises and “Alminhas” are commonly found along paths and particularly at crossroads,
bridges, and territorial boundaries (Vieira 2019).

The functions of these structures are multifaceted. The primary function of the “Almin-
has” is to solicit prayers for the souls in purgatory. They also functioned as instruments of
religious education or catechization (Ladra 2013). Over time, they have become recognised
as expressions of popular art and cultural manifestations that document the beliefs and
behaviours of communities. They serve as a support for memory and local identity.

They can mark places perceived as sacred, such as those where atonement for sins is
necessary, or places associated with historical events, disasters, or violent deaths (Vieira 2019).
Some are erected as expressions of gratitude for the supposed divine assistance. They offer
significant material for the study of iconography, legends, customs and popular beliefs.
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Political and social factors also impacted the “Alminhas” and cruises. The Estado
Novo regime in the twentieth century, for example, actively appropriated these structures
for ideological purposes, promoting their proliferation, restoration or erection as symbols of
Christian Portugal (Silva 2009; Neto 2001). Some cruises were specifically built or received
commemorative plaques during this period, for example, to mark the centenaries of 19402

(Silva 2009).
Urban development and changes in infrastructure over the centuries have resulted in

alterations, displacements, or the loss of specific structures (Vieira 2019, p. 30). Modern
interventions can sometimes disregard traditional forms and materials, as highlighted in
the 1999 ICOMOS charter, which emphasises the need for careful physical intervention
while respecting traditional methods and materials (ICOMOS 1999).

The loss of this heritage can be attributed to several factors, including a shift in
devotional focus during the Estado Novo towards the Virgin Mary, the panel being replaced
by devotional images of Our Lady of Fátima, or the niche being filled with a sculpture
dedicated to this Marian cult.

3. Methodology

The present study employed a qualitative methodology, focusing on direct observa-
tion and surveys of the existing “Alminhas” in the municipality of Sabugal. To identify,
catalogue, and analyse these expressions of popular religiosity, fieldwork was conducted
between January and June 2025, covering the 30 parishes of the municipality, where a total
of 325 structures were identified (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Localisation of “Alminhas” and niches from the Municipality of Sabugal. (scale: 0:2 km). Source:
Património Popular Religioso https://sites.google.com/view/alminhas. (accessed on 8 October 2025).

Since a survey of this type of heritage already exists, supported by the Municipality of
Sabugal, we selected those that currently exist, the twenty-seven that still preserve the panel.

However, in most cases, it has been replaced over time by tile panels (Figure 3). Thus,
as there are few publications directly related to this theme, we searched for texts published
on this type of popular religious architecture in the geographical area under study, namely
in two annual magazines of the Sabugal Museum “Sabucale” (2020 and 2021 editions),
edited by the Municipality of Sabugal and publications articulated with these, carried out
by the anthropologist and archaeologist of the Municipality and also a monographic work
by Luís and Lages (1979), born in this municipality.
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Figure 3. Localisation of “Alminhas” and niches from the Municipality of Sabugal with tile panels
(scale 0:2 km). Source: Google Maps, 2025.

In addition to the photographic record, each structure was georeferenced using GPS,
allowing the creation of a geographic and visually accessible database. Testimonies from
local inhabitants were also collected to understand the community’s perception and the
current function attributed to these structures.

In addition, a documentary analysis was conducted through the consultation of
bibliographic sources and existing inventories (namely, those of the Directorate-General for
Cultural Heritage and local monographs) to contextualise the structures historically and,
whenever possible, date their construction.

The methodology adopted thus sought to provide a comprehensive analysis of pat-
rimonial, ethnographic, geographical, and cartographic aspects, allowing for a thorough
understanding of this phenomenon within the territory of Sabugal. This approach favoured
not only the inventory, but also the enhancement and preservation of a heritage at risk
of disappearing.

4. Case Study: “Alminhas” and Panels of Sabugal

The “Alminhas” and the niches are a testament to the religious and cultural sentiments
of various communities. They usually appear along old paths, at crossroads, and in other
places to remind those who pass by of their duties to God, the Virgin, and the Saints. Often,
they pray an Our Father and a Hail Mary in suffrage for the souls in purgatory (Lopes 2015).

Its construction is diverse, faithfully reflecting a popular art that expanded in the
eighteenth century as a result of the Counter-Reformation, which emerged to strengthen
the religious cult of the Souls in the Catholic world. On many corners, paths, or places,
the “Alminhas” appear, symbolising the cult of the dead. These are small altars where one
stands to place a flower, a candle, or say a small prayer.

In the municipality studied, the “Alminhas” and their niches, as well as the cruises,
are small architectural structures associated with old pilgrimage routes and paths. Their
presence is familiar in strategic places, such as intersections or key geographic points,
notably portelas. In some cases, the different formats are confused, and the inhabitants also
refer to the cruises and niches as “Alminhas” (Table 1).
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Table 1. “Alminhas” and niches in the municipality of Sabugal.

Location Description Image Detail

01
Águas Belas

40.37615, −7.166986

Granite block integrated into an
old roadside wall with a tile panel.

Description of the panel: Christ
crucified, flanked by two angels,

with another angel, souls and
flames at the bottom. With the

caption: You who pass by, pray for
those who are suffering.

Chronology: unknown.

 

02
Águas Belas

40.377466, −7.163751

Granite block integrated into an
old roadside wall with a tile panel.

Description of the panel: Christ
crucified, flanked by two angels,

with another angel, souls and
flames at the bottom. It once had

a protective grille.
With the caption: You who pass by,

pray for those who are suffering.
Chronology: 1936.

 

03
Sobreira (Pousafoles)
40.397018, −7.181333

Granite block isolated by an old
path with

Latin cross and niche with tile
panel.

Description of the panel: Christ
crucified, angels, souls and flames

at the bottom. With the caption:
Jesus Deliver the/Souls from

Purgatory/Sobreira
Inscription: Whoever breaks the old

one, pays for a new
one/26-4-1907/Was well

built/28-4-1907.
Chronology: 1907.
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Table 1. Cont.

Location Description Image Detail

04
Peroficós

(Seixo do Côa)
40.483515, −7.041142

Granite block embedded in
village street wall with trilobed
cross flanked by pinnacles and

niche with tile panel.
Description of the panel: Christ

crucified, angels, souls and flames
at the bottom.

Chronology: unknown.

 

05
Seixo do Côa

40.463013, −7.026502

Granite structure embedded in a
wall near a crossroads and niche

with a tile panel.
Description of the panel:

Crucified Christ and angels
removing souls from the flames.

Inscription: 1847.
Chronology: 1847.

 

06
Valongo

(Seixo do Côa)
40.46477, −6.999702

Granite structure isolated near a
crossroads with a trilobed cross

and a niche with a tile panel.
Description of the panel:

Crucified Christ and angels
removing souls from the flames.

Inscription: 1883.
Chronology: 1883.
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07
Vila Boa

40.390611, −7.009538

Granite block integrated into an
old roadside wall with a cross and

a niche with a metallic panel.
Considering the characteristics of
this panel, specifically the support
material, it is the oldest among all

those in the municipality of
Sabugal.

Description of the panel: Christ
crucified, souls and flames at the

bottom.
Chronology: unknown.

 

08
Vila Boa

40.381075, −7.005705

Irregular granite block leaning
against a wall along an old path

with a tile panel.
Description of the panel: Christ

crucified.
Chronology: unknown.

 

09
Vila do Touro

40.415789, −7.104785

Granite block embedded in a
village wall with a trilobed cross

and a tile panel.
Description of the panel:

Seated Christ souls and flames at
the bottom. With the caption:
Grant them, Lord, eternal rest.

Chronology: unknown.
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10
Valongo

(Seixo do Côa)
40.457181, −7.007703

Granite block embedded in a wall
near a crossroads with a trilobed

cross and a niche with a tile panel.
Description of the panel:

Our Lady of Fátima, three
children (little shepherds), and
angels removing souls from the

flames.
Chronology: unknown. The panel

has been placed after 1917.

 

11
Eiras

(Seixo do Côa)
40.467115, −7.035019

Granite structure isolated near an
old road with a Latin cross and a

niche with a stained panel.
Description of the panel—placed
to replace an earlier one, which

we do not know, after 1917:
Our Lady of Fátima, three

children (little shepherds), and
angels removing souls from the

flames.
This structure is severely

damaged, and the tile panel is
scorched from the wildfires that
occurred in this area in August

2025.
Inscription: 1851.

Chronology: 1851.
  

12
Valongo

(Seixo do Côa)
40.465642, −7.011528

Granite structure isolated near a
crossroads with a Latin cross and

a niche with a tile panel.
Description of the panel:

Angel children and angels remove
souls from the flames.

Chronology: unknown.
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13
Seixo do Côa

40.462195, −7.027921

Granite block isolated near a
crossroads with a Latin cross and

a niche with a tile panel.
Description of the panel:

Angel, children and angels
removing souls from the flames.

Inscription: 1950  (and a spiral).
Chronology: 1950.

 

14
Águas Belas (Espinhal)

 
40.377154, −7.142465

Granite block integrated into a
private property wall with a Latin

cross in relief and a tile panel.
Description of the panel: two
children and one angel in a
crossing. With the caption:

Guardian Angel
Inscription: 1868.

Chronology: 1868.

 

15
Valongo de

Cima—Quinta de Cima
(Seixo do Coa)

40.453928, −7.003725

Granite block leaning against a
wall by an old path with a trilobed
cross and a niche with a tine panel.

Description of the panel:
Saint Michael the Archangel and
other angels are removing souls

from the flames.
Inscription: 1950.

Chronology: 1950.
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16
Lameiras de Baixo

(Pousafoles)
40.432171, −7.193164

Granite block isolated near a
crossroads with a relief cross and

tile panel.
Description of the panel: Our
Lady of Mount Carmel and

angels. With the caption: Mater
Purissima Ora Pro Nobis/Most Pure

Mother, pray for us/1976/1977.
Chronology: unknown

 

17
Lameiras de Baixo

(Pousafoles)
40.431722, −7.190672

Granite block leaning against a
wall along an old path, featuring a

trilobed cross and a tile panel.
Description of the panel: Our
Lady of Mount Carmel and

angels. With the caption: Mater
Purissima Ora Pro Nobis/Most Pure

Mother, pray for us/1976/1977.
Chronology: unknown.

 

18
Monte Novo
(Pousafoles)

40.41836, −7.181078

Granite block leaning against a
wall along an old path, featuring a

trilobed cross and a tile panel.
Description of the panel: Our
Lady of Mount Carmel with

Child, angels, souls and flames at
the bottom. With the caption: Let

us pray for the souls.
Chronology: unknown.
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19
Pousafoles do Bispo
40.395467, −7.193111

Granite block on rocky outcrops
with stairs near a crossroads, a
contemporary cross and a tile

panel.
Description of the panel: Our
Lady of Mount Carmel, Child,
angels, souls and flames at the

bottom. With the caption in two
other tiles: The keys to

Purgatory/We all have them at
hand/They are [. . .] good
works/Pr[. . .]ration/1980.
Chronology: 1980 (?).

 

20
Vila Boa

40.383812, −6.998353

Granite block embedded in a
street wall with an empty niche

and a tile panel.
Description of the panel:

Our Lady of Mount Carmel with
Child, angels, souls, and flames,

with a cross and an anchor at the
bottom.

With the caption: Our Lady of
Mount Carmel.

Chronology: unknown.

 

21
Penalobo

(Pousafoles)
40.383833, −7.213168

Granite structure isolated at the
crossroads, featuring a

contemporary cross and a
decorated niche with a tile panel

from the 1970s, which is not
well-suited to the existing image

format. It has a structure with
steps that are more common on
cruises. The caption is cut off,

reporting the name of the Saint,
Our Lady of Mount Carmel.

Description of the panel: Our
Lady of Mount Carmel with Child.
Inscription on a marble slab: The
souls are suffering/there in the fire,
night and day/travelers, give them

relief/with one Our Father and Hail
Mary/197.

Chronology: unknown.  
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22
Ruvina

40.41242, −7.01314

Granite block in a village square
features a trilobed cross and a tile

panel.
Description of the panel: Our
Lady of Mount Carmel with

Child, with the name of the Saint,
Our Lady of Mount Carmel.

Inscription: 22-4-1979.
Chronology: 1979.

 

23
Santo Estêvão

40.29761, −7.161691

Granite block set in a recently
added nook

embedded in a village street wall
near a crossroads with a Latin

cross and tile panel.
Description of the panel: Saint
Stephen image and reference to

the name of the Saint.
Chronology: 1979.

 

24
Aldeia da Ribeira

40.459673, −6.899516

Granite block leaning against a
wall along an old path with a

niche and a tile panel.
Description of the panel: Saint

Peter with the keys of heaven and
the appointment of the Holy One.

Chronology: unknown
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25
Águas Belas

(Espinhal)  
40.375825, −7.145745

Granite block isolated
on a rocky outcrop in the village,

with a tile panel.
Description of the panel: Holy

Family (St. Joseph, Virgin Mary
and Child) with reference to the

Sacred Family.
Inscription: 1855/3/4/1949.

Chronology: 1855. It will be the
date of the construction of the

granite structure, and 3/4/1949
probably refers to the date of the

tile panel’s placement.

 

26
Aldeia da Ribeira

40.454323, −6.897123

Granite block leaning against a
wall along an old path with a

Latin cross rested in a pedestal
with a niche and a tile panel.

Description of the panel: Holy
Family in daily activities, with

reference to the Holy Family.
Chronology: unknown.

 

27
Vila do Touro

40.406628, −7.102186

Granite structure embedded
initially in a private house wall

near the road with images in relief
(three angels/souls and a

bird/holy spirit).
Inscription: PLALPNAM/

For the Souls, Our Father, Hail Mary.
Chronology: unknown.

Source: Authors.

Some have small covers or porches. It is also common for them to be located in the
centre of the villages, in some cases embedded in walls or the walls of houses. It is also
common for them to be located at crossroads of old roads. Not always directly related to
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the journey of souls, these niches are, as a rule, places of meditation to protect hikers or
travellers. In the twentieth century, there was a revaluation of the “Alminhas” and the
practices associated with them. Curiously, concurrently, other modern religious formations
also emerged, such as, for example, niches of “Nossa Senhora dos Caminhos” (in English,
Our Lady of the paths).

Almost all the villages of Beira Alta have their own small chapel and cross, associated
with liturgical rituals, notably the processions held at the time of the feast in honour of
the patron saint, which are distinguished by their scale, location, and regularity of use
compared to the Parish Church. In many villages, there are several chapels, although as a
rule, it is not common for there to be more than one patron saint.

In the municipality of Sabugal, there is a wide variety of “Alminhas” with varying
formats. The most common are usually made of a single piece of granite, with the niche
and the cross in relief, although many that have the cross highlighted at the top. Some also
have a cylindrical or rectangular lower base, but they also exist without this type of base,
being integrated into walls or structures. Regardless of its size, the cross seems to be the
indispensable element of these structures.

Below the cross, it is common to highlight the niche, with variable dimensions, where
the image/representation existed, painted, in relief or in tile. In the older “Alminhas”,
figurative representations were usually painted directly on the stone (or wood placed for
this purpose). In recent cases, tiles have been used to replace older materials. Unfortunately,
most niches no longer have these representations visible, in some cases due to natural wear
and tear over time and in others due to undue human intervention.

Although it is not possible to determine the precise chronology of these interventions,
it is observed that, from the twentieth century onwards, it became common to place tile
panels as a form of reinterpretation or symbolic recovery of devotional spaces. This practice
is especially evident in the niches found in the northern parishes of Sabugal. In some
instances, the panels were carefully adjusted and shaped to match the original niche. In
contrast, in others, this concern was not verified, with the tiles being placed outside the
niche or even covering it completely. Many, below the niche, have additional decorations
or legends such as dates, objects, symbols, text or letters (initials) (Torres 2020, 2021).

The permanence of these monuments in the landscape, even when devoid of the origi-
nal image—leaving only the cross or inscriptions as requests for prayer for souls—means
that such structures are often reused for other forms of worship or religious expression.
The placement of panels representing the Holy Family or saints of popular devotion reveals
some detachment from the original meaning of the “Alminhas”, suggesting a transforma-
tion in their symbolic and devotional function.

Geographically, as in other areas of Portugal, the “Alminhas” of Sabugal are located
in well-defined locations, such as along roads, paths, and crossroads (Figure 4). The most
common iconographic representations depict souls burning in the fire of purgatory, often
shown as nearly naked and with their arms raised, accompanied by celestial figures who
intercede on their behalf.

In the specific context of the municipality of Sabugal, there is a predominance of
examples carved in a single piece of granite, featuring a niche and cross in relief, which
denotes a local tradition of production and the permanence of these votive structures in
public space.

The “Alminhas” that eventually received additional support for the images and were
replaced by tile panels are rare, even with this type of support. Therefore, they were chosen
as the focus of this study. Given the geological features of this region in Beira Alta, granite
is the most commonly used material. However, accessories made of metal (such as crosses,
railings, or alms boxes) are sometimes added.
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Figure 4. Typical example of the location of “Alminhas”; number 06, Valongo (Seixo do Côa). Source:
authors.

The abundance of granite in the area plays a central role; it is one of the largest granite
areas in Portugal, making this material readily available and affordable for construction,
especially in rural contexts where other options would be scarce or too expensive. In
addition, granite is highly resistant, which is particularly important in a region with a harsh
climate, characterised by severe winters and significant summer thermal variations. The
durability of granite ensures that these structures stand the test of time and remain visible
for decades or even centuries.

The rustic aesthetics of the crudely carved granite blocks also align with the symbolism
of the “Alminhas”. Its simplicity conveys a certain solemnity and humility, reflecting both
the hard life of the local populations and the spiritual condition of the souls who, according
to popular belief, await prayers in purgatory. This modest form directly references popular
piety, which values devotional gestures over ostentation.

Another important factor is the tradition and local know-how, as many of these “Almin-
has” were built by masons or workers with basic knowledge of stone carving, which explains
the predominance of simple shapes, similar to one another and without much ornamentation.

It is essential to note that the “Alminhas” serve a devotional purpose rather than a
monumental one. They are spiritual landmarks, in which the essential thing is not the
grandeur of the play, but instead its spiritual and community purpose.

Over time, “Alminhas” were built following the tradition of marking places where a vi-
olent death had occurred, whether resulting from clashes, for example, between smugglers
and authorities, since the municipality of Sabugal is a border area with strong traditions of
smuggling, or more recently, of road accidents.

This “cult” of souls is associated with various rituals, carried out by congregations of
believers, throughout the country, although these customs are currently more prevalent
in rural areas. The Brotherhoods of Souls continue to exist in many parishes within the
municipality of Sabugal, typically comprising a Judge, a treasurer, and members who hold
management positions within the Brotherhood and oversee related events.

The events are directly related to funeral events, namely funerals and rituals (masses)
for the souls of the deceased Brothers. To belong to the Brotherhood, members (known as
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Brothers) pay an annual fee of approximately €10. The Brothers, in view of the payment
and belonging to the Brotherhood, benefit from rights so that the Brotherhood provides the
rites of passage of their soul, namely, that they accompany the procession of their funerals,
from the Church to the place where they will be buried. In this funeral procession, the
members of the Brotherhood of Souls wear black cassocks and carry artefacts, including a
cross, a “painting” depicting souls, lanterns, and accompany the clergy and other elements
of the Church. Each Brother also has the right to have 10 Masses said for his soul. Once a
month, the parish priest of the village celebrates a mass for all the deceased Brothers who
belonged to this Brotherhood3.

The survey of the iconographic representations in the images reveals a strong emphasis
on Christian themes, particularly those linked to salvation, heavenly intercession, and the
presence of suffering souls. In the following table (Table 2), the iconographic representations
of the oratories highlighted in the previous table are numbered.

Table 2. Iconographic representations in “Alminhas” and niches in the municipality of Sabugal.

“Alminhas” Iconographic Representations Nº

Christ crucified, with angels and souls on fire 6

Christ crucified and souls on fire 1

Christ crucified 1

Christ with angels and burning souls 1

Angel with children, angels and souls on fire 2

Our Lady of Fátima, children, angels and souls on fire 2

Angel and Children 1

Archangel Saint Michael, angels and souls on fire 1

Our Lady of Mount Carmel with angels 2

Our Lady of Mount Carmel, Child, angels and souls on fire 3

Our Lady of Mount Carmel with Child 2

Saint Peter 1

Saint Stephen 1

Holy Family 2

Souls on Fire (relief) 1
Source: Authors.

The organisation of the themes can be achieved based on the frequency with which
they appear and the combinations between the characters and sacred symbols:

(a) Christ crucified—the figure of Christ crucified appears in several compositions, high-
lighting the most recurrent theme: Christ crucified, with angels and souls on fire. This
combination reinforces the idea of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice and its direct link
with the salvation of souls in purgatory (6 occurrences—01 to 06);

(b) Christ crucified, with souls on fire (1 occurrence—07);
(c) Christ crucified (1 occurrence—08);
(d) Christ with angels and souls on fire (1 occurrences—09);
(e) Angel with children, angels and souls on fire (2 occurrences—12 and 13).

Of the 27 oratories, eight feature Christ crucified, of which seven have the presence of
burning souls and six have the presence of angels. Our Lady of Mount Carmel also appears
seven times, with emphasis on the following variations:

(a) Our Lady of Mount Carmel, Child, angels and souls on fire (3 occurrences—18, 19, 20);

36



Religions 2025, 16, 1485

(b) Our Lady of Mount Carmel with Child (2 occurrences—21 and 22);
(c) Our Lady of Mount Carmel with angels (2 occurrences—16 and 17).

Of the 27 oratories, seven feature Our Lady of Mount Carmel, 5 of which are combined
with angels and Baby Jesus and three are combined with burning souls.

Our Lady of Fátima, a relatively recent cult in Portugal featuring children, angels,
and souls on fire, is also represented (2 occurrences—10 and 11). The first appearance of
Our Lady of Fátima, in Cova da Iria, Fátima, took place in 1917. Therefore, the two panels
are from a later period, and it is notable that the “Alminhas” include modern devotional
imagery within the theme of purgatory.

Other Saints and figures were also identified, including the Holy Family (2 occurrences—
25 and 26); Archangel Michael (1 occurrence—15); Saint Stephen (1 occurrence—23); and Saint
Peter (1 occurrence—24). The combination of Angels and Children appears twice (12 and 13).

An isolated oratory was identified—Burning Souls (1 occurrence—7) that does not
contain a tile panel but is made of metal. Hence, it stands out as the only one of its kind
in the entire municipality of Sabugal that maintains a panel support used in older times.
Like the other “Alminhas”, it was integrated into a wall, next to the road. After detecting
evidence of possible theft, a popular rescue group saved the oratory, which is currently on
private property but publicly visible. This example is carved in relief and has a triangular
composition at the top. Below, there are three stylised human figures, arranged side by
side, with their hands on their chests—a familiar gesture in religious representations of
“Alminhas”. Above these figures, one can see what appear to be decorative or symbolic
elements, possibly doves or stylised leaves. Below the figures is a Latin inscription—
PLALPNAM—which translates to “For Souls, Our Father, Hail Mary,” partially worn.

The presence of angels interceding for the souls of the deceased, often interpreted as
those in purgatory, is depicted in several compositions. Of the 27 depictions, 18 include
angels and 17 include burning souls.

The analysis of repetitions and combinations reveals that the most recurring themes
centre on Christ and Marian intercession, particularly Our Lady of Mount Carmel, for the
salvation of souls in purgatory, often accompanied by angels. These elements reinforce a
visual discourse strongly linked to hope in salvation, the mediation of the saints and divine
mercy, characteristic of popular sacred art.

The presence of the cross is visible in 22 oratories. In some cases, they are part of the
granite block itself, while in others, it is placed on top of the structure.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The “Alminhas” of Sabugal are not only expressions of faith but also landmarks of
collective memory and local identity. They represent the link between the living and the
dead, offering as points of prayer and reflection for passersby. Their presence in strategic
places, such as crossroads and ancient paths, reinforces their function as spiritual guides
and protectors of travellers.

Despite their significance as expressions of popular religious culture, they lack a
comprehensive inventory, which is essential for protecting this type of religious heritage.
Current inventories lack systematisation, and no scientifically based study prioritises
tourist-cultural dissemination above all else, leading to a holistic approach. The inventory
process involves extensive fieldwork, detailed photographic documentation, and data
collection on location, chronology, material, morphology, iconography, and conservation
status. Challenges to preserving these structures include overgrown vegetation, moss and
lichen buildup, vandalism, and structural damage, including collapses and fractures.

None of the objects inventoried in this study were found registered in the Information
System for Architectural Heritage (SIPA), an information system relevant to architectural
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heritage managed by the Directorate-General for Cultural Heritage (DGPC), which reveals
a manifest lack of interest in this type of heritage on the part of the state bodies in charge.

Although this is a tiny sample of 27 “Alminhas”, compared to the 325 that still exist
today, the chronological analysis reveals a tendency to construct them in two distinct
periods: in the nineteenth century and later in the 1970s of the twentieth century (Table 3).
Of the 27 studied, only 12 have the date of construction, and 5 have the date of placement
of the tile panel; the oldest is from 1949.

Table 3. Chronology of the “Alminhas” and the panels.

Number and Localisation
Date of Construction

of “Alminhas”
Tile/Panel Date

02—Águas Belas 1936 --

03—Sobreira (Pousafoles) 28 April 1907 --

05—Seixo do Côa 1847 --

06—Valongo (Seixo do Côa) 1883 --

11—Eiras (Seixo do Côa) 1851 --

13—Seixo do Côa 1950 --

14—Águas Belas (Espinhal) 1868 --

15—Valongo de Cima (Seixo do Côa) 1950 --

16—Lameiras de Baixo (Pousafoles) -- 1976–1977

17—Lameiras de Baixo (Pousafoles) -- 1976–1977

19—Pousafoles do Bispo 1980 (?) 1980 (?)

21—Penalobo (Pousafoles) -- 197. . .

22—Ruvina 22 April 1979 --

23—Santo Estêvão 1979 --

25—Águas Belas (Espinhal) 1855 3 April 1949
Source: authors.

Regarding the nineteenth century, there are five; others may have been built during
that time, but we do not have their construction dates. In some cases, only the replacement
date is provided, while in most cases, it is for previous panels. The oldest dates back to
1847, and the most recent to 1883.

Regarding the 70s of the twentieth century, there are seven, the two most recent being
from 1979. In this decade, there appears to be an increase in the construction or replacement
of panels, accompanied by the removal of existing ones. There are two identical panels in
the same parish, Lameiras de Baixo (Pousafoles), and of the exact chronology.

The iconographic analysis of the 27 oratories in the municipality of Sabugal reveals
a strong predominance of Christian themes with an emphasis on the salvation of souls
from purgatory. This survey reveals the enduring popularity of a religiosity rooted in the
doctrines of intercession and divine mercy, with a particular emphasis on the figure of
Christ crucified and Our Lady of Mount Carmel as a privileged intercessor.

The figure of Christ crucified, present in eight oratories, appears in a particularly
expressive manner, often accompanied by angels (in eight instances) and burning souls
(in seven instances). This iconographic combination conveys to the idea of Christ as
redeemer of souls in purgatory, reinforcing the role of sacrifice in the economy of salvation.
The repetition of this representation testifies to its central place in the local devotional
imagination, serving as a powerful symbol of hope and redemption.
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Our Lady of Mount Carmel appears in 7 oratories, in 5 of which she appears ac-
companied by the Child Jesus and angels, and in 3 associated with burning souls. This
configuration is directly associated with the dogma of the scapular and the promise of the
liberation of souls from purgatory. Her presence stands out as one of the most evident
forms of Marian intercession, serving as a sign of the Carmelite cult that had a profound
impact in Portugal, especially after the Counter-Reformation.

There is also an isolated representation of Our Lady of Fátima, accompanied by
angels and images of burning souls. This presence, although rare, evidences an attempt to
integrate elements of contemporary worship into the traditional repertoire, signalling the
vitality and adaptability of popular religiosity, as we have already mentioned.

The presence of angels in 19 of the 27 oratories reinforces the mediating and celestial
character of these figures, primarily when associated with burning souls (17 occurrences).
The motif of suffering souls is transversal, arising with great frequency and almost always
in interaction with intercessory figures, such as Christ, Mary or the angels. This imagetic
insistence underlines the concern with salvation after death and the role of prayer and
divine mediation in the relief of purgatorial pains.

Among the secondary representations, the Holy Family (2 occurrences), St. Peter,
St. Stephen, and the combination of angels and children (2 occurrences) appear. These
elements indicate a thematic extension that, although less recurrent, enriches the whole
with different devotional nuances.

Also noteworthy is the unique oratory in high relief, number 27, representing the
Souls in flames, which lacks a tile panel and is distinguished as the only example of its kind
in the entire municipality. This oratory, possibly of a more rudimentary or spontaneous
nature, can testify to a particularly local or personal devotion, focused exclusively on
the memory and suffrage of the souls in purgatory, without conventional iconographic
mediations. Its uniqueness points to the diversity of devotional practices and materialities
present in the territory. The sculptural work in granite is reminiscent of the Petos de Ànimas
Galicians. Petos de Ánimas (meaning ‘Boxes for souls’ in English are small religious shrines
commonly found in rural areas of Galicia, Spain, very similar to the “Alminhas” (Ladra
2013; Rodrigues 2010). Both are used for praying for the dead, placed by roadsides, and
dedicated to the souls in Purgatory, according to Catholic belief.

Finally, the presence of the cross in 22 oratories confirms the centrality of the symbol
of Christ’s Passion in popular religiosity. Its integration into the architectural structure of
the oratories—whether carved in granite or placed atop the structure—reveals the visual
continuity of the crucifixion as an element that brings together faith and devotional practice.

The Portuguese “Alminhas” can, in some ways, be incorporated into a broader tra-
dition of small devotional practices that characterise the rural and urban landscapes of
southern Europe. These structures serve to mark the presence of the sacred in daily life,
seek divine protection for travellers, and keep the memory of the dead alive (Rodrigues
2010). However, the “Alminhas” possess unique features that give them a distinct identity
within this shared cultural universe. Like Italian votive capitelli, Spanish small shrines or
altars, and Greek roadside sanctuaries, Portuguese “Alminhas” are expressions of popular
religiosity. These religious objects function as symbolic markers connecting secular space
with the divine, often placed at passageways and closely linked to the daily lives of local
communities. They also share a votive and intercessory purpose, along with iconography
that references protection, penitence, and the salvation of souls (Rodrigues 2010). Despite
these similarities, “Alminhas” are distinguished by their near-exclusive dedication to the
souls in purgatory, making them a uniquely Portuguese expression of post-Tridentine
Catholic devotion. While Italian capitelli or Spanish niches often honour protective saints,
the Virgin Mary, or Christ, “Alminhas” repeatedly invoke penitential souls, depicted in
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flames and awaiting the prayers of the living. This specific theological focus reflects the
strong influence of purgatory doctrine in Portuguese religious culture from the 17th to
the 19th centuries, as well as the practice of praying for souls as a spiritual act of charity.
The physical and architectural design of the “Alminhas” also demonstrates this: their
simplicity contrasts with other European votive forms, emphasising the community and
popular nature of this devotion. Their social role is equally distinct: as passersby walk
by, they recite a brief prayer and sometimes leave an offering, a practice that reinforces
the ongoing interaction between public space, the memory of the deceased, and daily
devotion. In summary, although “Alminhas” share with other roadside sanctuaries of
southern Europe the votive character and mediating role between humans and the divine,
they are distinguished by their specific focus—the souls in purgatory—and by their subtle
yet consistent integration into the Portuguese cultural landscape. Their uniqueness lies
precisely in this blend of popular religiosity, collective memory, and the sacred’s physical
presence in everyday spaces.

The iconographic analysis of the oratories of the municipality of Sabugal allows us
to conclude that local popular religiosity is organised around a set of themes central to
Catholic doctrine: the sacrifice of Christ, the intercession of the Virgin Mary (especially
under the invocation of Our Lady of Mount Carmel), angelic mediation and hope in the
salvation of souls in purgatory.

The frequency with which these elements emerge, as well as their combinations, re-
veals a consistent and articulate visual discourse, deeply rooted in the Christian tradition.
This discourse reinforces values such as divine mercy, hope in eternal life and the impor-
tance of the intercession the saints and prayer for souls. At the same time, the diversity of
representations—including specific saints, the presence of children, and the incorporation
of elements of modern worship such as Our Lady of Fátima—testifies to the vitality and
continual adaptation of the popular faith.

The oratories analysed are not only artistic and architectural testimonies, but also
true landmarks of a community’s spirituality, expressed visually through powerful and
universally recognisable symbols within the context of Catholicism. They represent a lived
faith, in which the visible communicates the invisible and in which suffering, hope, and
salvation meet in permanent dialogue.

The material used to support the niches is, in all cases, granite and structurally they are
all very similar, without sculptural elaborations of relief or with characteristics that allow
a more precise dating, as is the case with the baroque ones found in Minho, for example,
in Paredes de Coura (Silva and da Silva 2024). In fact, in most cases, these are simple
columns, surmounted or engraved with crosses and a small niche dug, but with little depth.
The simplicity of these oratories reflects the simplicity of this territory, composed chiefly
of small rural towns and without extraordinary manifestations of wealth or ostentation,
except for some religious architecture, which stands out from the rest of the landscape.

Unfortunately, replacing the original panels with relatively recent tiles detracts from
many of their original characteristics. Because these structures are located in areas of
passage, this territory borders Spain, and many of its ancient paths were used as smuggling
routes, a common practice in border territories like this one. Over time, they have been
subject to theft and vandalism; additionally, because they are exposed, they are also
susceptible to the natural wear and tear caused by the adverse weather conditions of this
region. It is also noticeable that some contemporary panels have replaced previous panels.

“Alminha” 03, built in 1907, has a fascinating, unusual and rare inscription, which
attests to the fact that human action is an essential factor, probably the most common, in
terms of risks and acts of vandalism, in relation to this type of heritage: Whoever breaks the
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old one, pays for a new one. The phrase may also suggest that it is a reconstruction and serves
as a warning against repeating the act of vandalism.

Proposals to protect this heritage include advocating for its legal recognition and
safeguarding, as outlined in Law No. 107/2001, which provides the foundation for cultural
heritage protection. This involves establishing a continuous maintenance plan and ensur-
ing that experts perform restorations using traditional methods and materials. It is also
important to develop educational initiatives to increase public awareness. However, since
managing public assets faces significant challenges, such as limited human and financial
resources, various associations and other entities across the country have contributed to
its inventory and raised awareness about its preservation. Furthermore, this situation is
familiar to all those referred to as “minor” cultural heritage, such as religious ethnographic
relics, which also fall into this category.

Based on the results presented, future research on the “Alminhas” of the municipality
of Sabugal can explore different complementary avenues. First, a comparative study of
oratories from other municipalities in Beira Alta and other regions of Portugal would be
valuable for identifying iconographic, technical, and material similarities and differences
used in both the construction of the structures and the panels, as well as in the devotional
practices. A second approach could focus on material and conservation analysis, including
laboratory tests of tiles, mortars, and pigments to better understand the original techniques
and guide suitable restoration efforts.

Another promising area of research is the ethnographic and immaterial aspect, which
enriches the collection of oral testimonies about rituals, prayers, and traditions related to
the “Alminhas” before these memories fade with the ageing local population. Creating a
georeferenced digital archive that includes high-resolution photographs, historical records,
and interviews would not only preserve this information but also make it accessible to
researchers, schools, and visitors.

Regarding preservation solutions, several options can be recommended, such as estab-
lishing preventive conservation programmes with regular monitoring of the condition of
oratories and small maintenance interventions to prevent structural deterioration; forming
partnerships between municipalities, parishes, and higher education institutions to involve
specialists in this type of heritage and in conservation and restoration; promoting tourism
and educational initiatives, for example, through interpretive itineraries and signage to
raise awareness among residents and visitors about the heritage value of the “Alminhas”;
or even applying for national and European heritage grants and funds to secure financial
resources for restoration and dissemination. In this way, the following steps combine
multidisciplinary research and tangible preservation efforts, ensuring that the “Alminhas”
remain not only artistic and religious symbols but also living parts of the cultural identity
of Sabugal and other areas.
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Notes

1 The Counter-Reformation was a movement focused on renewing and defending the Catholic Church that emerged in the 16th
century as a response to the Protestant Reformation started by Martin Luther. Its main goals were to reaffirm Catholic doctrines,
reform internal practices, and fight the spread of Protestantism. The Council of Trent (1545–1563) was the key moment in
this process, defining dogmas on the sacraments, papal authority, and the importance of good works and tradition, while
also promoting clerical discipline and religious education. The Counter-Reformation also appreciated art, liturgy, and popular
devotion as ways to strengthen faith, leading to the development of the Baroque style and many visual and emotional expressions
of religiosity typical of Catholic countries in southern Europe.

2 The Centenaries of 1940 (or “Commemorations of the Double Centenary of 1940”) were a significant series of official celebrations
organised by the Estado Novo, the regime of António de Oliveira Salazar, to mark two crucial moments in Portugal’s history.
Salazar’s government described 1940 as a “symbolic year of nationality,” celebrating the 800th anniversary of Portugal’s founding
in 1140, which is linked to the proclamation of D. Afonso Henriques as king, and the 300th anniversary of the Restoration of
Independence in 1640, the year Portugal regained sovereignty after 60 years of Philippine rule and the union with Spain between
1580 and 1640.

3 The Confraternities of the Cult of Souls in Italy display a deeply communal and visual form of religiosity, focused on collective
prayers for the souls in Purgatory, reflecting post-Tridentine spirituality. They are characterised by strong ritual and aesthetic
elements, such as processions, churches dedicated to the souls, and iconography filled with symbols of suffering and hope—
flames, skulls, figures of penitent souls—that embody the Baroque and urban sensibility of southern Italy. They differ from
similar brotherhoods in other Catholic regions, like Portugal, where the cult of the souls has adopted more discreet and popular
forms, seen in small “Alminhas,” individual acts of piety, and rural brotherhoods, especially in the region discussed in this article.
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Abstract: In an era of accelerating secularization, art serves as a vital mediator for
non-institutional forms of spirituality. This article examines Robert Rauschenberg’s
Inferno series (1958–1960) as a case study of how modern art reconfigures religious
narratives to engage with humanity’s “ultimate concerns.” Through his solvent transfer
technique, Rauschenberg dismantles Dante’s theological structure and reconfigures it into
a fragmented, participatory experience of spirituality. The argument develops in two
parts. First, it demonstrates how Rauschenberg secularizes sacred imagery to portray
modern social realities as a “contemporary inferno” marked by systemic violence and
commodified desire. Second, it theorizes that the materiality of solvent transfer—its
blurring, erasure, and contingent traces—creates what may be called “material spirituality,”
a sacred presence perceived through absence and indexical trace. Within this reconfigured
structure, spectatorship itself takes on a ritualistic character. When confronted with
fragmented and unstable imagery, viewers engage in active, contemplative practice,
transforming the act of viewing into a secular ritual of attentiveness. Thus, Rauschenberg’s
Inferno radically redefines the religious function of art—not as redemption, but as the
cultivation of fragile yet enduring forms of spirituality within the estrangement of modern
life.

Keywords: Inferno series; Robert Rauschenberg; religious narrative; spirituality; solvent
transfer

1. Introduction

The Italian poet Dante Alighieri’s Divina Commedia (Divine Comedy, c. 1307–1321),
written during his exile beginning around 1308, is widely recognized as one of the greatest
achievements in world literature. This monumental poem creates a profound and enduring
symbolic universe rooted in Christian theology. Through its three-part structure—Inferno,
Purgatorio, and Paradiso—it presents a theological worldview intertwined with late medieval
eschatology and moral order (Barnes 2011, pp. 1–15).

The concept of Hell is a central tenet of Christian theology, inspiring countless
portrayals as the antithesis of God’s realm. Representations of Hell are associated
with depictions of vices—specifically the seven deadly sins (anger, avarice, envy,
gluttony, lust, pride, and sloth)—and with the devil, or Simia Dei (Cheney 2016,
pp. 488–519). Most importantly, Hell is the place where damned souls are believed to
reside after death. However, Christian canonical scripture offers no detailed description of
Hell’s location, shape, sensory attributes, or its malevolent inhabitants. In Inferno, Dante
depicts Hell as the ultimate domain of excruciating pain and eternal punishment (Alighieri
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and Singleton 1990, pp. 5–10). Upon entering the Inferno, Dante passes through an archway
inscribed with the words: “Abandon all hope, you who enter here”. Lucy Beckett observes,
“What is shocking, of course, about Dante’s hell is its finality. . .nothing here will ever
change. Here there is no love for the loveless. . .no mercy for the eternally condemned”
(Barnes 2011, pp. 1–15).

From Erwin Panofsky’s iconological perspective, Dante’s Inferno is a visual treasury
rich in symbolic meaning. Through dramatic encounters, biblical typology, allegory, and
complex metaphors, Dante renders theological concepts such as “sin,” “punishment,”
and “despair and alienation” both concrete and visible (Fisher 2024, p. 2). These images
form a coherent symbolic system that conveys doctrine and mirrors the journey of the
individual soul. Interwoven with historical, mythological, and biblical figures, this system
anchors abstract theological teachings in a concrete critique of Florentine society, revealing
the cultural foundations of its iconography (Guénon 1925, pp. 24–28). More importantly,
the narrative structure of the Inferno creates a ritualized imaginative space. Guided by
Virgil (representing reason) and Beatrice (representing divine grace), Dante embarks
on a spiritual journey from Hell, through Purgatory, to Paradise (Kleinhenz 1986,
pp. 225–36). As Victor Turner and Hans Belting argue, this structure constitutes a “ritual
space” (Karamipour and Salehi Ardakani 2015, pp. 79–98), following the logic of a religious
rite of passage—from condemnation and purification to ultimate bliss. This structure
provides readers with a contemplative experience that transcends physical space, enabling
a symbolic transformation of the soul through the text.

Since its inception, The Divine Inferno has inspired countless visual interpretations.
Sandro Botticelli’s 92 drawings for The Divine Comedy have been especially praised for
their beauty and sensitivity, offering a faithful visual rendering of the poem (Watts 1995,
pp. 163–201). Doré Gustave’s (Jelbert 2021, pp. 154–87) wood engravings—renowned for
their dramatic force—became some of the most widely circulated visual renditions of the
poem. William Blake’s watercolor illustrations infused the text with anti-clerical emotional
intensity (Burnside 2018, pp. 1–12). These artistic responses continuously reshape the
perception and semantic space of Dante’s text, attesting to the openness and vitality of its
visual language.

This tradition of translating Dante’s text into visual form set the stage for 20th-century
reinterpretations. The 700th anniversary of his birth in 1965 became a pivotal moment,
drawing responses from academia, the media, and cultural institutions in the United
States. From university courses and New York Times features to the emergence of numerous
non-academic Dante clubs, Dante emerged as a cultural icon within the realm of popular
discourse (Mare 1965, p. 29). Against the backdrop of Cold War anxieties, spiritual crises,
and growing secularization, his reflections on human suffering and despair gained renewed
relevance (Mirzoeff 1999, p. 17). Robert Rauschenberg grew up in a fundamentalist
Church of Christ family, and religious themes and imagery frequently appeared in his
works from the late 1940s to the early 1950s (Duffy 1997, pp. 92–101). It was within
this historical context that Robert Rauschenberg created his Inferno series (1958–1960),
comprising thirty-four works corresponding to each canto of Dante’s Inferno. Unlike his
earlier and often controversial Combines (Folland 2010, pp. 348–65), this project was met
with critical acclaim. In 1963, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York acquired
the series, which was later published as a deluxe edition by Harry N. Abrams and toured
internationally. The Inferno project marked a major turning point in Rauschenberg’s career,
signifying a shift from formal experimentation toward deeper explorations of history
and spirituality.

Scholars have interpreted Rauschenberg’s Inferno series from various perspectives.
Auricchio (1997) analyzes its queer coding and strategies of covert expression through the
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lens of metaphor and identity. Krauss focuses on its experimentation with media, particularly
the innovations in image-making through solvent transfer techniques (Krauss 1999,
pp. 86–116). Hiroko and Robert emphasize its allegorical reconstruction of contemporary
American society (Hiroko and Rauschenberg 2010, pp. 205–8). Richards highlights
Rauschenberg’s sustained interest in themes of religion and spirituality in his early
works (Richards 2011, pp. 39–49). Smith explores its visual dialogue with historical artists
such as Botticelli (Smith 2016c, pp. 77–103). Krčma examines Rauschenberg’s formal
analysis and media experimentation in the Inferno series (Krčma 2017, pp. 964–75). These
studies have undoubtedly provided valuable insights into the Inferno series—its formal
innovations, socio-political connections, identity politics, and art historical context. While
this scholarship offers diverse perspectives, it has rarely addressed the Inferno series from a
religious or spiritual standpoint, nor examined in depth how Rauschenberg reconstructs
and extends Dante’s religious visual narrative in a highly secularized context.

Drawing on detailed image analyses and historical contextualizations of previous
research, this article examines how Rauschenberg conveys the spiritual dimension
of Dante’s text through visual language, material experimentation, and modes of
spectatorship—thus addressing a key gap in the literature on religion, spirituality, and
modern art.

2. Definition of Concept

2.1. Spirituality

In this article, spirituality is understood not merely as a general search for meaning,
but as an orientation toward transcendence, a disposition that turns away from the physical
or secular toward sources of meaning that exceed these domains. Unlike religion, which
denotes a system of communal beliefs and practices generally grounded in faith in a
deity (Astrow et al. 2001, pp. 283–87; Hall et al. 2004, pp. 386–401), spirituality here
refers to a decentralized and individualized experience of transcendence in a secular age
(Taylor 2007, pp. 25–28). It is not simply the confrontation with “ultimate concerns” such
as sin, death, alienation, or existential Isolation, but rather the way artistic engagement
with these concerns may open toward a transcendent dimension—whether conceived
in philosophical, aesthetic, religious, or psychological terms (a disposition toward God,
toward beauty, or toward the infinite possibilities of the self). This study takes Dante’s
Inferno and Rauschenberg’s reinterpretation as a paradigmatic case to illustrate how
spiritual meaning is mediated across historical and material boundaries.

2.2. Solvent Transfer

Solvent transfer refers specifically to the image-transfer technique pioneered by
Rauschenberg in 1952 (Krčma 2017, pp. 964–75), which is distinct from the use of solvents
in conservation or restoration. The process involved cutting images from magazines such
as Life or Sports Illustrated, soaking them in turpentine or lighter fluid, and rubbing the
back of the page to reverse-transfer the image onto new paper. The solvent dissolved the
ink, detaching the image from its original context while softening its contours, introducing
blur, and fragmenting details. Rauschenberg often layered these transferred forms with
pencil, chalk, crayon, gouache, or watercolor, creating visually ambiguous, reversed
impressions. In the Inferno series, this method served as a creative strategy to challenge the
editorial authority of mass media and to reframe images within a secular yet spiritually
charged visual language.
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3. Reconfiguring the Sacred: From Theological Allegory to
Modern Spirituality

This chapter employs iconographic analysis to examine how Rauschenberg’s Inferno
series engages with the textual imagery of Dante’s Inferno and its later visual traditions. By
comparing themes, symbols, and narrative structures, it demonstrates how Rauschenberg
reconstructs the visual narrative of “hell” within modern media and contexts.

3.1. The Secularization of the Sacred Image

In the Inferno series, Rauschenberg does more than simply reinterpret Dante’s
allegorical-theological imagery. Instead, he translates it into a visual vernacular grounded
in the material and psychological realities of Cold War-era America. This visual language
is composed of media imagery, consumerist culture fragments, and bodily politics. It no
longer adheres to the medieval cosmological-theological order, but instead reflects a modern
social structure shaped by systems of violence, control, and desire (Wainwright 1993,
pp. 89–94). In Inferno Canto 3, the narrative focuses on the warning inscribed on Hell’s gate,
the punishment of the uncommitted, and the opening scene leading to the River Acheron. Its
central themes include the abandonment of hope, acceptance of God’s just judgment, and
the inevitability of souls entering Hell. In Rauschenberg’s Inferno Canto 3 (Figure 1), the
ferryman Charon is replaced by a stark, oppressive industrial cargo ship (Sullivan 1950,
pp. 11–17), while the dome of the U.S. Capitol—a potent symbol of state power—appears in
the same frame. This juxtaposition transforms “Hell” from a site of divine punishment into
a historical illusion shaped by the machinery of the modern state. Similarly, in the original
Inferno Canto 12, Dante and Virgil reach the entrance to the first ring of the seventh circle of
Hell—the realm of the violent—where they encounter centaur guards, symbolizing primal,
savage, and uncontrollable violence. The scene unfolds in a steep infernal gorge, charged
with a rushing, furious atmosphere and dominated by the menacing presence of these
fearsome sentinels. In Rauschenberg’s Inferno Canto 12 (Figure 2), the centaur—a monstrous
figure in Dante’s original text symbolizing savage violence—is substituted by a Formula
One race car in Rauschenberg’s rendition. This vehicle embodies mechanized aggression,
sensory thrill, and the cult of speed. In this context, violence is no longer an expression of
personal savagery but has become a demonstration of technological systems. The infernal
canyon of classical mythology is reimagined as a televised visual spectacle, shifting the
locus of horror from the mythical to the media-saturated contemporary world.

Canto 31 of Dante’s Inferno depicts Dante and Virgil’s journey into the deepest
region of Hell—the Valley of the Giants—where colossal figures stand as sentinels,
half-submerged in a vast chasm. These giants symbolize pride and rebellion against
divine authority. The canto features three principal giants: Nimrod, Ephialtes, and
Antaeus. The canto’s atmosphere is solemn and foreboding, underscoring the harshness of
Hell’s depths and the formidable presence of these mythic guardians. In Rauschenberg’s
Inferno Canto 31 (Figure 3), the giants—Nimrod, Ephialtes, and Antaeus—no longer howl
across the frozen plain. Instead, they appear as bodybuilders and weightlifters—cropped,
recombined, and recontextualized. Their musculature bears the traces of mechanical
reproduction—cut, collaged, and assembled into bodies under systemic control. One of
the giants’ hands even takes the form of a computer cursor, indicating not submission
to divine will, but compliance with technological command. The figure of Adam—the
falsifier—also undergoes a secular transformation. Instead of Dante’s grotesque, swollen,
and parched depiction, he appears as a sumo wrestler—monumental, performative, and
non-Western. More significantly, his body is layered with credit cards, photocopiers,
and corporate logos. The moral economy of sin gives way to the debt structures and
simulated identities of capitalism. Throughout the series, the female body reappears as
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flattened, magazine-style photographs. These images allude to both the punishment of
adulterers in Dante’s Inferno and the gendered disciplining of desire in contemporary visual
culture. The cargo ship, Formula One race car, and bodybuilder deconstruct traditional
sacred symbols while simultaneously reconstructing “ultimate concerns” oriented toward
modern existential predicaments—such as systemic violence, technological fetishism, and
the commodification of the body—as shown in Table 1. Rauschenberg’s Inferno series should
be understood not as a deconstruction but as a reenactment—not a repudiation of the sacred,
but a mourning of its collapse. He compels viewers to confront an unsettling truth, after
the sacred disintegrates, what emerges is not liberation but a new inferno—woven from
images, systems, and debt—equally cruel, and perhaps more insidious.

 
Figure 1. Canto 3: The Vestibule of Hell, The Opportunists.

 
Figure 2. Canto 12: The Violent Against Neighbors.
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Figure 3. Canto 31: The Central Pit of Malebolge, The Giants.

Table 1. Contemporary Iconography in Rauschenberg’s Dante’s Inferno Drawings: Spiritual/Religious
Translations and Critical Directions.

Dante’s Original Element
Contemporary Image

Used by Rauschenberg
Spiritual/Religious

Translation
Modern Spiritual/Social

Critique

Charon (Ferryman, Myth)
Modern cargo ship →

Portrait of George
Washington (Canto 3)

Symbol of
death/transition; burden

of power and history

Critique of national myth;
metaphor for historical

repetition

Centaur (Guardian, Myth) Formula One race car
(Canto 12)

Force of violence, speed,
and loss of control

Technological alienation;
dehumanized violence

Giants (Power, Myth) Olympic weightlifter
(Canto 31)

Primitive strength;
oppressive authority

Critique of power worship;
commodification of the body

3.2. Contemporary Expressions of Individual Spiritual Quest

In the Inferno, Dante’s journey is primarily about recognizing and confronting the
nature and consequences of sin. Rauschenberg, rather than diverging from this vision,
recontextualizes it through the visual lexicon of Cold War America, incorporating mass
media imagery, consumerist symbols, and representations of political violence. In doing so,
he articulates a modern condition of spiritual dislocation and existential loss, exposing the
alienation produced by secular modernity. In Canto 4 (Figure 4), Rauschenberg juxtaposes
the Arch of Constantine—a symbol of Christianity’s legalization—with a male figure from
a golf club advertisement (True Temper ads). The result is a striking revelation: the gateway
to faith has been occupied by consumerism. As Morgan David observes, the material
supports of religious art—icons, ritual objects, sacred images—are here reduced to mere
ink particles on the pages of Sports Illustrated (Morgan 2005, pp. 220–25). Through this
solvent transfer, Rauschenberg reinforces T. J. Clark’s argument: “The sharpest critiques
of modernism are often sugar-coated in the language of commercial imagery.” In Inferno
Canto 17, it depicts usurers punished beneath a rain of fire on burning sand. Through a
perilous descent on the back of Geryon, Dante and Virgil are carried into the Eighth Circle
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of Hell. In Rauschenberg’s Inferno Canto 17 (Figure 5), an advertising golfer figure is used
to represent Dante. This represents a “symbolic emptying” of the protagonist, replacing
the unique soul-pilgrim with a standardized body shaped by advertising. The individual’s
spiritual quest is thus reconfigured as the dissolution and disorientation of subjectivity in
consumer society, providing a sharp critique of modern spiritual rootlessness. As Tomkins
recalls, the advertising golfer figure was selected because at that scale, it was the most
neutral popular image I could find (Tomkins 1980, p. 158). When the standardized bodily
grids used in advertisements serve as Dante’s visual substitute, the unique spiritual
pilgrimage of the medieval soul is reduced to a passive, disoriented condition within
modern technological systems. The self becomes a mass-produced identity, lacking a
spiritual anchor. The advertising golfer figure’s standardized posture before a gridded wall
epitomizes the disciplining of the body under industrial logic. So-called neutrality, in this
case, functions as the forced erasure of difference. As the golfer figure recurs throughout
the series (notably in Canto 17 and Canto 33), Rauschenberg highlights the absurdity of
spiritual aspiration in a society dominated by commercial signs. Under the regime of
advertising, human depth is flattened into two-dimensional surfaces of consumer imagery
(Wainwright 1993, pp. 89–94). Meanwhile, Virgil appears in Canto 17 not as a solemn
guide, but as a playful youth climbing a statue during Olympic festivities. The marble
stadium of the 1960 Rome Olympics, once a symbol of classical ideals, becomes a site
of frivolity—suggesting that Enlightenment rationality has degenerated into a parody of
public spectacle. Inferno Canto 23 depicts Dante and Virgil’s journey through the Fifth Circle
of Hell, during which they narrowly escape pursuit by demons. Virgil’s act of lifting Dante
resembles a father cradling his child, conveying Dante’s dependence on Virgil’s guidance
and protection, and symbolizing vulnerability and reliance in the spiritual journey. The
original excerpt is provided below (Alighieri and Ciardi 1954, p. 188):

“my Guide and Master bore me on his breast,

as if l were not a companion, but a son.”

 
Figure 4. Canto 4: Limbo, Circle One, The Virtuous Pagans.
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Figure 5. Canto 17: The Violent Against Art, The Usurers, Geryon.

In Rauschenberg’s Inferno Canto 23 (Figure 6), the image of Virgil lifting Dante
resembles not a companion’s gesture but that of a father cradling a child. Rauschenberg
draws on an advertisement featuring a father and son to underscore the pilgrim’s
helplessness. The warm familial image is recontextualized as a burdensome scene in
hell, indicating that modern technological society has deprived individuals of a space for
spiritual maturation.

 

Figure 6. Canto 23: The Hypocrites.

Dante’s Inferno Canto 33 primarily focuses on the crimes and punishments of
traitors. Ugolino recounts his harrowing imprisonment and starvation in the lowest, coldest
circle of Hell. He offers a detailed account of his betrayal and confinement in the so-called
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“Tower of Hunger,” where he watched his sons gradually perish from starvation, powerless
to save them. The canto vividly conveys his profound despair and grief, along with the
tragic helplessness of familial love in such dire circumstances. In Rauschenberg’s Inferno
Canto 33 (Figure 7), the image of a starving child lying supine on a cross shatters the
illusion of well-being promised by consumer capitalism. When the healthy body promised
by capitalist affluence is refigured as a Christ-like symbol of hunger and sacrifice, the
advertising golfer reveals the hollowness behind the mask of neutrality. Through these
haunting images, Rauschenberg lays bare the spiritual cost of modernity: the dissolution of
selfhood, the commodification of the sacred, and the emergence of a new inferno hidden
within the spectacle of abundance.

 

Figure 7. Canto 33: Circle Nine, Cocytus, Compound Fraud: Round 2, Antenora, Treacherous to
Country; Round 3, Ptolomea, Treacherous to Guests and Hosts.

3.3. Diagnosing the Social as a “Contemporary Inferno”

In several illustrations, Rauschenberg replaces Dante’s historical and mythological
figures with contemporary individuals, thereby constructing a “modern inferno” (Smith
2016b, pp. 145–68). The images he selected were far from arbitrary; instead, they were
carefully chosen “exemplary images” drawn from the visual archive of twentieth-century
American mass media and public culture. These images themselves are widely recognized
symbols, rooted in cultural myths—such as the nation’s founding ideals, consumerism,
and technological worship—as well as collective memory. Through Rauschenberg’s
appropriation and recombination, they form a symbolic system diagnosing the conditions
of modern society (Antonella 2011, pp. 323–37). This reconstruction of “hell” is essentially
a profound spiritual diagnosis of society as a site of pathology, exposing core aspects
of the modern existential crisis. Rauschenberg astutely incorporated emblematic 1960s
media events—such as the Olympics and presidential elections—and their key figures
into the visual narrative of the Inferno series. In his later paintings, the allusions to
contemporary events became more explicit. Rauschenberg suggests that Dante and Virgil
encounter escalating violence and chaos as they descend into the lower circles of Hell
(Dickerman 2017, pp. 24–25). In Canto 12, The Violent Against Neighbors, Dante and
Virgil visit the seventh circle of Hell, where they encounter “great war-makers, cruel
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tyrants, and highwaymen—those who shed the blood of their fellow men” (Smith 2016a,
pp. 258–67). Rauschenberg reimagines this scene through Cold War figures, depicting
Dante as John F. Kennedy and Virgil as Democratic elder statesman Adlai Stevenson, and
placing them alongside Nixon, who is portrayed as both a perpetrator and a victim (Smith
2016b, pp. 145–68). In this depiction, Nixon appears as a “docile body” trapped in a cycle
of violence. His distorted presence in the river of blood underscores the vulnerability of
political authority and the material embodiment of punishment (Matthews 1966, p. 68),
while also highlighting the arbitrariness and ideological fluidity of the labels “good” and
“evil” during the Cold War.

In Inferno Canto 3, as the pilgrim and guide approach the gates of hell, Rauschenberg
uses an image of the Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs to depict this ominous structure. In
Canto 9 (Figure 8), Virgil and the pilgrim attempt to enter the infernal city of Dis, moving
through an environment cloaked in the shadows of heretics. Rauschenberg uses a magazine
photograph showing the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C., where the dome is stripped
of paint for restoration, revealing a reddish sheen reminiscent of the Soviet Union. The
monument is tilted and distorted, symbolizing the perceived communist threat to American
democracy. A Japanese communist protester is depicted as one of the three Furies (Erinyes),
while the city of Dis is formed by an inverted U.S. Capitol building. The Statue of Liberty
is removed, and the entire structure is coated with red anti-rust paint, evoking a Cold
War atmosphere of menace. This can also be interpreted as a satire on the extreme
anti-communist paranoia of the 1950s. In Canto 21 (Figure 9), Rauschenberg depicts
Congolese leader Patrice Lumumba as Malacoda, the demon captain. In the following canto,
this role is assumed by a figure resembling Fidel Castro. This fluidity of identity underscores
Rauschenberg’s critique of the arbitrary moralization of “evil” and the ideological fluidity
of Cold War politics. Finally, in the lowest circle of hell, Rauschenberg selects a fashion
model from an Esquire advertisement—dressed in Russian-style clothing with a skull motif
embedded in her torso—to represent a soul possessed by demons. This fusion of the
fashionable body and the sinner’s skeleton serves as a biting satire on the visual politics of
late capitalism: damnation no longer stems from theological transgression, but from the
convergence of media aesthetics and political will (Seckler 1966, pp. 73–84).

 

Figure 8. Canto 9: Circle Six, The Heretics.
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Figure 9. Canto 21: Circle Eight, Bolgia 5, The Grafters.

Rauschenberg’s “modern inferno” is not a random collage of images but a coherent
diagnostic framework centered on three types of alienation. First, corporeal alienation: the
fragmented bodies of bodybuilders in Canto 31 and the standardized grid of the advertising
golfer in Canto 17 (Figure 5) reveal how consumer society disciplines the body. This
reflects the ways modern visual culture enforces normative forms and behaviors, turning
individual bodies into standardized, reproducible images within commercial and media
systems. Second, through solvent transfer, images of figures such as Lumumba and Castro
are detached from their original historical contexts and suspended as signifiers adrift in an
indeterminate semantic space. This referential dislocation parallels the fate of sinners in both
Dante’s Inferno and Rauschenberg’s reimagined hell, where they are trapped in perpetual
systemic cycles with no possibility to transcendence. Third, Dante’s theological structure of
guidance—led by Virgil (reason) and Beatrice (grace)—is replaced by the nihilistic revelry
of Olympic youth (Canto 17) and the mechanical determinism symbolized by directional
arrows. When these arrows close into a loop (as in Canto 18, where souls chase their
own footprints), the youth is absorbed in repetitive athletic performance. Rauschenberg
reconstructs Dante’s hell as a powerful site of “spiritual diagnosis” by juxtaposing Cold
War political imagery, consumer culture symbols, and alienated bodies. He reveals that the
social system itself—its logic of violence, symbolic control, bodily discipline, and existential
emptiness—already constitutes a cruel and hidden “contemporary hell.” This powerfully
exemplifies art’s potential as a critical medium within a secular context to examine the
collective spiritual condition and “ultimate concerns.”

4. Media as a Spiritual Interface: Solvent Transfer and the Metaphysics
of Materiality

4.1. Solvent Transfer and the Materiality of Secular Transcendence

Rauschenberg was a bold innovator in the field of visual media. In his Inferno series,
he adopted solvent transfer to move away from traditional techniques such as painting or
drawing, exploiting the medium’s tendency to blur, fragment, and reverse imagery in order
to sever its ties to mass-media contexts. The resulting images are not full reproductions
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but unstable residues—traces that suggest what is absent. This absence is not void but a
“presence-in-withdrawal,” oscillating between visibility and disappearance, staging what
might be called a material manifestation of spiritual elusiveness.

Such ambiguity and contingency form the material basis of a secular spirituality: an
attentiveness generated not by metaphysical salvation but through rupture, dislocation,
and suspension in visual and historical conventions. Here, Derrida’s notion of the “trace”
does not secure presence but points toward it through delay and deferral, evoking a fragile
sense of the sacred (Montag 2011, pp. 26–44). “Transcendence” in this context refers less to
metaphysical salvation than to a rupture in visual and historical conventions. Solvent
transfer breaks images open—blurring, reversing, and disrupting them—detaching
them from their editorial frameworks. This distortion compels viewers into interpretive
uncertainty, echoing the disorientation of Dante’s infernal journey. What is transcended,
then, is not the world itself but the authority of traditional image-making, the coherence of
realism, and even the unity of the pictorial surface. Rauschenberg’s medium destabilizes
the image’s integrity, inviting a liminal space where trauma, memory, and doubt coexist—a
material spirituality grounded in the fragmented conditions of modern existence.

Critics have frequently likened this effect to the low-resolution, flickering surfaces
of mid-twentieth-century American television screens (Gilbert 2017). As Joseph and
Rauschenberg insightfully observed, this media effect reveals a new visual logic shaped by
television and print culture—where images are no longer eternal and clear but unstable,
blurred, and fragmented: a new visual ontology (Joseph and Rauschenberg 2003, p. 177). In
this sense, Rauschenberg’s medium is no longer a passive vessel for imagery but a dynamic
interface—a permeable surface through which the image penetrates, dissolves, fragments,
and recomposes itself.

The fragility of these images—with their blurred edges and ghostly contours—is
not simply an aesthetic choice, but deeply echoes the themes of shadow and suffering in
Inferno. Since 1954, Rauschenberg had incorporated fragmented materials and imagery in his
Combine Paintings, arranging them according to an open-ended associative logic. In contrast,
the Inferno series provided a more ordered compositional framework through Dante’s tightly
structured poetry, which, in Rauschenberg’s words, allowed him “to test whether I could
work in a more constrained and structured way” (Keach 2023, pp. 140–74). This structure led
him to develop a visual language that interweaves fragmentation and figurative narration,
generating a tension between chaos and form, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Technical–Visual–Spiritual Correspondence of Solvent Transfer in the Inferno Series.

Solvent Transfer Technical Feature Visual Effect
Type of Spiritual Experience

(Secular Transcendence)

Reversal (mirror transfer) Image flipped left–right, spatial
orientation disrupted

Breaks visual habits, induces perceptual
instability and cognitive disorientation

Blurring Softened contours, loss of detail Creates uncertainty, forcing the viewer to
actively participate in meaning-making

Erasure (partial removal) Portions of the image disappear
or are incomplete

Suggests ruptures in history and memory,
prompting reflection on loss and forgetting

Layering with other media Images from different times and
contexts coexist

Generates a sense of temporal dislocation,
mirroring the spiritual–historical interweaving in

The Inferno

Muted tones Soft, desaturated colors Conveys a sense of decay and the fragility
of existence

Visible material traces
(paper texture, stains)

Visible paper fibers, stains,
scratches

Reinforces the materiality of the work,
reminding viewers of the medium’s fragility and

the erosion of time
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Rauschenberg often divided the picture plane into two or three horizontal bands,
sometimes marked by hand-drawn lines extending across the composition. He also inserted
rectangular frames into the composition, generating additional “spatial zones” where visual
fragments from different temporal layers—past, present, and mythic—interweave. This
compositional strategy is especially evident in the illustrations for Cantos 2 to 4 (The
Descent, Vestibule of Hell, and Virtuous Pagans). In these works, the images frequently blur
distinctions between foreground and background, literal and symbolic, universal and
particular, turning the picture surface into a theatrical stage where Dante’s poetic narrative
engages with the cultural anxieties of Cold War-era America.

For instance, in Dante’s Inferno Canto 18, the narrative describes the first and second
bolgias of Malebolge in the eighth circle of Hell, where mainly “fraudsters” and “pimps”
are punished. Here, Sinners are scourged by demons, stripped naked, and immersed in
filth, reflecting the moral corruption and degradation of their crimes.In Rauschenberg’s
Inferno Canto 18 (Figure 10), Dante and Virgil appear in the image’s upper-left corner
as small, marginal figures. This arrangement highlights the punished bodies as the
central visual focus. The punishment of panderers and flatterers—endless marching and
immersion in excrement—is visualized through a choreography diagram, annotated with
penciled arrows. These arrows resemble schematic diagrams from industrial manuals,
suggesting that punishment in hell has been systematized, depersonalized, and even
choreographed. The lower portion of the image includes close-up visuals of human waste,
which blur and obscure the faces of the damned. The dark palette and hazy visuals suggest
that the paper’s surface itself contributes to the degradation of these bodies.

  

(a) (b) 

Figure 10. (a) Canto 18: Circle Eight, Malebolge, The Evil Ditches, The Fraudulent and Malicious:
Bolgia 1, The Panderers and Seducers; Bolgia 2, The Flatterers. (b) (Smith 2016c).

The “spirituality” conveyed through the materiality of Rauschenberg’s medium is
not the conventional form rooted in transcendental faith or doctrine. Instead, it denotes
a modern, secular experience of uncertainty, fragmentation, and emotional intensity,
emerging from the viewer’s encounter with degraded images, ambiguous signs, and
disrupted visual coherence. The solvent transfer serves not as a conduit for divine
revelation, but as a means of evoking existential reflection, temporal dislocation, and the
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search for meaning amid visual and historical instability. For instance, in Rauschenberg’s
Inferno Canto 31, Nimrod’s figure is created through a selective transfer of a weightlifter’s
photograph. Only the torso’s center remains intact, while the rest dissolves into blurred,
liquefied stains, making Nimrod resemble a failed photographic negative emerging from
solvent traces. His “partial visibility” not only signifies the punishment for hubris but also
symbolizes the limits of human perception when facing the monstrous. Precisely for this
reason, the ambiguity of solvent transfer became Rauschenberg’s most powerful tool for
conveying The Inferno’s core themes: invisible fear, unknowable realms, and unspeakable
suffering. For viewers at the Castelli Gallery, these layered images—worn by mechanical
reproduction and distorted by technical processes (Krauss 1981, pp. 47–66)—were not
simply seen but experienced as a modern ritual of descent. This immersive experience,
echoing Dante’s narrative arc, turned aesthetic contemplation into a mediated spiritual
journey—a living response to Virgil’s iconic warning: “Abandon all hope, ye who
enter here.”

4.2. Fragmented Narration and Continuous Temporality

When creating illustrations for his Inferno series, Rauschenberg adopted a “one canto
at a time” approach: he began working immediately after reading the English translation
of each canto, without reading ahead. This method aimed to elicit an immediate response
to each canto’s context, enabling him to re-experience Dante’s evolving narrative across
centuries (Antonella 2011, pp. 323–37).

Rauschenberg treated time as a compositional element, juxtaposition Dante’s sacred
narrative with contemporary Cold War imagery. The imagery in each canto corresponds
to contemporary events at the time of its creation, producing a visual expression of
simultaneity. The size of each image was carefully calibrated to reflect the narrative weight of
the corresponding text. As Rauschenberg explained to Krauss: “The space given to each image
corresponds to the space occupied by the author’s words” (Krauss 1999, pp. 86–116). For
instance, in Inferno Canto 31, when Dante and Virgil encounter giants—massive figures
described in detail and mistaken for mountain-like forms—Rauschenberg selected an image
of Olympic wrestlers that spans the width of the page. This image covers more than half the
page, making it one of the largest transferred images in the series. This precise alignment
with the text suggests that the Inferno illustrations are not merely visual “representations,”
but rather a synchronous construction of textual structure, temporal density, and visual
rhythm. To emphasize the text–image juxtaposition, Rauschenberg added brief narrative
summaries—typed by Michael Sonnabend—to each work.

Rauschenberg often overlaid solvent transfer images with arrows and technical
drawing lines to create a visual guidance system. This system functions both as a path
indicator and as a theological response to industrialized visuality. For example, some
images depict scenes of gilded arms being transported behind car windows, reflecting a
contradictory fusion of the religious and the mechanical. Although certain elements clearly
reference Dante’s narrative, the precise correspondence between image and text is often
ambiguous and unstable (Feinstein 1990, p. 346). Dore Ashton once attempted to “read”
these images linearly from top left to bottom right but soon realized that such a linear
sequence is likely absent (Dore 1963, p. 37). This is a key characteristic of the solvent transfer
medium: the inherent chaotic ambiguity of the images transforms viewing into a state
of deep meditation. In this mode of viewing, the audience gazes with focused intensity,
much like confronting an icon—facing a juxtaposition of the full moon and industrial crane
wreckage, entering a profound state where perception and cognition intertwine.

Dante’s Inferno itself possesses a loosely integrated structure—each canto can be
appreciated as a relatively independent fragment, yet woven into a unified design by divine
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arrangement (Alighieri et al. 1982, pp. 21–23). Rauschenberg extends this tension visually,
acting like an “image-based montage practitioner” who reconstructs Dante’s underworld
journey through the visual syntax of fragmentation of his Combine Paintings. Within a
single image, multiple temporal-spatial scenes, iconic symbols, and allegorical actions are
juxtaposed—for example, in Canto 31, the giant’s torso, Antaeus’s hand, chains, and horns
appear side by side—expressing a nonlinear spiritual narrative.

Just as Dante often introduces the next canto with a refrain, Rauschenberg sometimes
links two images through shifting visual motifs. Cantos 31 and 32 exemplify this—giant feet
and legs reappear at the top of the Canto 32 illustration. In Rauschenberg’s Inferno Canto 7
illustration, Dante and Virgil are shown only as legs and lower body contours at the top edge
of the image, implying passage through a heterotopic space. In Dante’s Inferno Canto 34,
Dante and his guide leave the deepest part of Hell—the Circle of Judas—where they behold
Lucifer himself. The devil’s vast wings beat relentlessly, producing icy gales that freeze the
waters of Lake Cocytus—a potent symbol of absolute cold and despair. Thereafter, Dante
and his guide climb up and down Lucifer’s body, emerge from Hell, and enter a natural
cavern, preparing to return to the light of the living world. This moment combines elements
of terror, desolation, and deliverance, marking the end of the journey through hell. In
Rauschenberg’s Inferno Canto 34 (Figure 11), movement unfolds along a continuous vertical
path from top to bottom, echoing Dante’s description of the inverted descent through
Lucifer’s body. The heterogeneity and scale differences within these images resonate with
Dante’s portrayal of hell’s fragmented nature, as well as his own confusion and moral
disorientation when confronting hell. Rauschenberg once expressed to Clement Greenberg
his desire to “recreate Dante’s sensory overload in understanding human sin and suffering.”
The visual spectacles crafted by Cold War media provided a contemporary context for
this goal—within these “media inferno,” morality and truth themselves became obscured
and ambiguous.

 

Figure 11. Canto 34: Circle Nine, Cocytus, Compound Fraud: Round 4, Judecca, Treacherous to
their Masters.
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4.3. The Spirituality of Material

The solvent transfer technique employed by Rauschenberg exemplifies “material
spirituality,” a concept that highlights the capacity of material forms and artistic
processes to generate spiritual experience within secular contexts. Instead of seeking
to restore a lost sacred aura, his practice reactivates materiality—through blurring,
erasure, and fragmentation—as a site where spirituality emerges in contingent, elusive
traces. Rauschenberg made extensive use of images from contemporary magazines such
as Life and Sports Illustrated (Siedell 1999, p. 75; Cullinan 2008, pp. 460–70). In Walter
Benjamin’s terms, these mass-produced industrial images—highly reproducible and widely
accessible—had long lost their traditional “aura” (W. Benjamin 2018, pp. 226–43). Unlike
religious images shaped by ritualized viewing and the passage of time, magazine
photographs intrinsically lack uniqueness or sacred value. Rather than attempting to
restore this lost aura, Rauschenberg’s solvent transfers re-materialize the images through
the very process of manual rubbing, which introduces contingency—blurring, erasure, and
fragmentation. This procedure produces singular, unrepeatable traces that simultaneously
embody artistic control and its loss.

It is precisely within this tension that Rauschenberg reopens the possibility of
spiritual presence. Yet this presence is not the direct revelation of the divine, but what
might be called a negative presence—a spectral remainder perceptible only through
absence. The solvent transfer’s blurred edges and fragmentary marks do not disclose
transcendence positively but intimate it through withdrawal, what Derrida describes as
a “trace”. In this sense, the transfer mediates “between visibility and spiritual presence”
not by manifesting sacred content but by embodying the paradox of a presence marked
by disappearance. Branden Joseph insightfully compares these traces to stigmata: like
wounds that mark divine intervention through corporeal rupture, Rauschenberg’s solvent
traces mark the convergence of history, material process, and artistic intent (Joseph and
Rauschenberg 2003, p. 177). They function neither as purely symbolic images nor as
mere material residues, but as indexical inscriptions where spirituality arises through its
very elusiveness.

Embedded within Dante’s textual framework, these transferred images transform
fragments of consumer culture into symbols of spiritual elusiveness. For example, in
Canto 31, a photograph of Olympic wrestlers is transfigured into a blurred giant, echoing
Dante’s figure of bondage yet refusing stable representation. Here, meaning is not given
but demanded: confronted with fragmented, unstable imagery, viewers must pause, reflect,
and assemble significance from partial signs (Palmer 2007, pp. 1–8). This act of projection
transforms looking itself into a contemplative practice. Unlike Dante’s Inferno, which
directs the pilgrim toward purification and redemption, Rauschenberg’s Inferno opens
onto a spiritual space defined by instability, alienation (Matthews 1966, p. 68), and the
impossibility of transcendence.

In this way, the Inferno illustrations become tools for secular visual contemplation. Their
blurred and fissured surfaces disrupt the functional logic of mass media and reawaken
perceptual attentiveness. This contingent, trace-based quality does not rest on originality
or sacred authority, but emerges through the viewer’s active, interpretive labor. Rather
than guiding toward redemption, Rauschenberg’s transfer images stage a modern ritual of
descent without God, in which viewers confront despair, absence, and fragmentation,
and through this confrontation cultivate a fragile yet persistent form of spiritual
attentiveness. Whereas Dante’s Inferno ultimately serves the pilgrim’s purification within a
teleological framework of salvation, Rauschenberg’s Inferno offers no such eschatological
horizon. Instead, it transforms the descent into a secular ritual of perception, where viewers
are confronted with fragmentation, absence, and instability. The “spirituality” at stake here
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is not transcendence beyond the secular, but a fragile attentiveness to meaning within the
very conditions of modern alienation.

4.4. A Ritual Without God: The Rituality of Viewing in Rauschenberg’s Work

Rauschenberg’s Inferno series uses an unconventional interpretive mode to deconstruct
the sacredness and authority of traditional religious imagery, while at the same time
constructing a spiritual ritual rooted in modernity. In the post-religious era, spiritual
experience shifts away from the church and toward acts of viewing, the fluidity of
images, and inner processes of perception (Belting 2005, pp. 302–19). Accordingly,
the series can be seen as a form of “secular pilgrimage.” It transforms the exhibition
into a ritual space, elevates viewing into a performative act, and turns fragmented
images into vehicles of modern spiritual meditation (Morgan 1998, p. 50). This ritual
of viewing, grounded in material traces and perceptual participation, differs sharply
from Andy Warhol’s commodified repetition of religious motifs, which suggest the
consumption of faith, and from Bill Viola’s immersive video installations, which pursue the
contemporary sublime. Rauschenberg’s path is one of “descent”: it embraces ambiguity,
fragmentation, and the noise of everyday life—excrement, advertisements, and images of
catastrophe. Within the rough corporeality of carnivalesque aesthetics (Lachmann 1988,
pp. 115–52) and the material “failures” of the medium (blurring, dissolution), spirituality
arises through direct confrontation with the conditions of existence and through a profound
mode of perceptual engagement.

This ritual is concretely activated in the exhibition process, producing a unique
“viewing ritual”. In contrast to many medieval church contexts, where meaning was
mediated through liturgy or clerical authority, viewers of Rauschenberg’s works enter an
open, fluid, and ambiguous interpretive space (Mitchell 2005, pp. 336–41). His images
are no longer fixed symbolic systems but fragmented elements cut, transferred, and
reassembled. This fragmentation destabilizes the boundaries of sacred narrative and forces
viewers to rely on their own perception for interpretation. Thus, viewing no longer centers
on receiving meaning but shifts toward actively generating it. Viewers move through
the gallery, pause, contemplate, and develop personal rhythms of experience, becoming
poets of their own pilgrimage (Bourriaud 2002, p. 125). Ultimately, this ritual is less about
attaining redemption than about sustaining an open cycle of resistance, reflection, and
provisional meaning.

More significantly, the locus of spirituality shifts from external ritual and institutional
authority to inward personal experience. In traditional religious imagery, sacredness
typically derives from divine manifestation, saintly guidance, or doctrinal authority. By
contrast, in Rauschenberg’s visual world, spirituality emerges as a state of “contemplative
engagement” between viewer and image—a contemplative, ineffable relation grounded in
interiority. This inward turn resonates with modern existentialism and phenomenology
that affirm the value of individual perception (Eliade 1959, p. 81). Rauschenberg’s Inferno
illustrations are thus not merely responses to religious visual traditions; they also attempt
to construct a contemporary ritual form. The traditional moral journey is reimagined
as a spiritual passage enacted through acts of seeing, interpreting, and perceiving. In
this journey, each viewer becomes a traveler, a thinker, and the author of their own
Inferno. This ritualistic quality depends heavily on specific visual conditions created
by the medium—fragmentation, blurring, and trace-based ambiguity. It is precisely the
visual uncertainty and openness of meaning produced by the medium (solvent transfer)
that compel viewers to abandon passive reception and enter an active, contemplative
mode of seeing. This mode itself constitutes the core practice of the secular spiritual
ritual that Rauschenberg designed. He holds a unique position in the postwar lineage
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of religious art: he neither returns to traditional notions of the sublime (as Viola does)
nor indulges in postmodern irony (as some of Warhol’s works do) (B.-C. Benjamin 2000,
pp. 1–36). Instead, through a material critique of the medium and a ritualized reconstruction
of the viewing process, he forges a path that confronts the burdens of existence through
art and activates individualized spiritual resonance in an era of divine withdrawal. The
outcome of this “ritual without God” is not purification in the Dantean sense but a
secular practice of endurance—an act of facing fragmentation, ambiguity, and the absurd,
through which viewers may discover either an individual resonance or a fleeting sense
of shared human condition. Therefore, by deconstructing traditional image sacredness
and narrative authority, Rauschenberg reconstructs the function of artistic space as a
“secular sanctuary” and the act of viewing as a practice of a “Ritual Without God,”
offering a non-institutionalized spiritual pathway for individuals seeking meaning in
a secularized world.

5. Conclusions

This study has examined Rauschenberg’s Inferno series as a reconfiguration of
Dante’s vision within the conditions of Cold War modernity. Through solvent transfers,
Rauschenberg transformed fragments of mass media into unstable, contingent traces that
mediate between material process and spiritual presence. These blurred and fragmented
marks do not restore the sacred aura of religious imagery but reopen a space of attentiveness
where viewers confront existential estrangement. In this sense, the Inferno illustrations
enact what might be called a “ritual without God”—a secular practice of perception in
which spirituality persists not as transcendence, but as fragile meaning-making grounded
in material trace.

By recasting Dante’s narrative of eternal punishment into a fragmented, secularized
visual form, Rauschenberg redefines the role of art in the post-religious age: not to promise
redemption, but to sustain the possibility of spiritual engagement. The Inferno series
thus stands as a key case study at the intersection of art and spirituality, significant for
showing how media materiality can generate new forms of secular ritual and spiritual
attentiveness. This contribution deepens debates on the persistence and transformation
of religiosity in secularization theory and provides critical resources for rethinking the
relation between religion, art, and spirituality in contemporary culture.
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Abstract: This article explores how Toru Takemitsu transforms literary and natural imagery
into sacred soundscapes in his Rain Tree Sketches, drawing on Ōe Kenzaburō’s short story
“The Clever Rain Tree” as a starting point for musical meditation on nature and spirituality.
This research employs three different approaches to study the transformation process. First,
it traces the transformation of Ōe’s literary symbols into Takemitsu’s musical vocabulary
while explaining how Zen aesthetics and Japanese shizen (nature) concepts unite text and
sound domains. Second, it undertakes a systematic study of musical parameters in the
composition to show how motivic development, textural transformation, and temporal
organization express water imagery and embody the Zen principle of ma (emptiness). Third,
it critically examines modern multimedia visualizations of Rain Tree Sketches to explore
both the potential and the limitations of digital technology in mediating the composition’s
spiritual dimensions. The analysis demonstrates how Takemitsu created a modernist
sacred space through musical techniques that enable listeners to experience transcendence
via the deliberate orchestration of sound, silence, and suspended time. More broadly, it
shows how modern composers can transform literary spiritual content into abstract musical
compositions while preserving their meditative character. This article significantly expands
upon preliminary ideas presented at KAMC 2024 conference, 2024, incorporating new
theoretical frameworks, extensive analysis of spiritual dimensions, and critical examination
of digital mediation not present in the original conference presentation.

Keywords: Toru Takemitsu; Rain Tree Sketch; spiritual expression; Zen aesthetics; Ma;
visual art; metaphor

1. Introduction

The twentieth century witnessed Toru Takemitsu’s emergence as a major Japanese
composer whose works blend Western avant-garde elements with traditional Japanese
aesthetics. Scholars agree that Takemitsu found deep spiritual meaning in Kenzaburō Ōe’s
(1980) short story “The Clever Rain Tree”1, which reshaped his understanding of sacred
creation in the piano work Rain Tree Sketch (Burt 2001; Enomoto 1995; Wang, 2024). Ōe’s
short story uses a single image—the rain tree whose leaves store water and drip slowly—to
stage care, renewal, and continuity; this is the metaphor Takemitsu draws on.

According to our research, the transformation of Ōe Kenzaburō’s literary vision into
Takemitsu’s sacred soundscape represents one of the most compelling examples of cross-
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media spiritual expression in contemporary music. The term sacred soundscape, as used
here, means a musical environment that combines natural images with meditative temporal
elements and symbolic transcendence to produce spiritual awareness and contemplative
states. Spiritual practice denotes a repeatable pattern of listening and performance that
cultivates inward attention and ethical calm. Transcendental experience refers to an episode
of heightened awareness of silence, time, and relation that cannot be reduced to concepts.
The sacred names the set-apart quality of that experience in which ordinary sound takes on
more-than-ordinary meaning. According to most scholars of his music, Takemitsu achieved
two important things: he developed sophisticated compositional techniques and created
sacred spaces that facilitated spiritual connection and self-reflection. These spaces evoke
fundamental spiritual experiences through their connection to Japanese aesthetic traditions
(Koozin 2002; Burt 2001; Hara 2020).

The work uses the “rain tree” image as a cosmic metaphor to convey its central
message. The tree functions as a spiritual bridge between earth and heaven, demonstrating
the ongoing cycle of spiritual development. According to Ōe’s literary understanding,
the “clever” tree uses its many leaves to collect water and drip it down, maintaining a
continuous cycle of moisture that symbolizes the never-ending flow of spiritual energy
(Enomoto 1995). The imagery offered an ideal metaphorical medium for Takemitsu to
explore the interplay of musical abstraction with spiritual experience, of sound with silence,
and of time with eternity.

This research begins with an examination of Takemitsu’s spiritual foundations through
his aesthetic philosophy and continues with an analysis of how Ōe’s literary images be-
come musical metaphors. It then studies the specific compositional methods that bear
transcendent meaning and finally examines how modern multimedia visualization, used
only as a supportive medium, can either heighten or distract from those spiritual as-
pects. The goal is to understand how abstract musical elements can convey deep spiritual
meaning and transformative power for individual listeners. This article employs three
analytical frameworks to investigate how spiritual content travels between artistic forms.
Sections 2 and 3 establish the first framework by moving from Ōe’s literary symbolism
to Takemitsu’s musical language and showing how Zen aesthetics and shizen act as philo-
sophical connectors for cross-media spiritual transformation. Sections 4 and 5 analyze
Takemitsu’s musical composition through a systematic investigation of techniques that
materialize spirituality, focusing on the use of ma (emptiness) as temporal organization and
on the development of water imagery through motivic progression and textural change.
Section 6 is based on the software Synesthesia-2 (2014 version) to propose and design a visu-
alization concept for Rain Tree Sketch. By translating the acoustic characteristics of different
passages in Rain Tree Sketch into specific visual logic, it establishes simulation techniques to
concretize the imagery of water and ma. The conclusion and discussion section presents the
core findings of this study regarding Toru Takemitsu’s Rain Tree Sketches, and then illustrates
its theoretical contribution to cross-media aesthetic communication through comparative
analysis with existing research, and further discusses the potential and risks of digital
visualization technology. Finally, the study’s limitations are systematically identified, and
future research directions are proposed details perspectives.

2. “Nature” (Shizen) as Sacred Principle

Toru Takemitsu positions the concept of “nature” (shizen) as the cornerstone of his
musical aesthetics, functioning both as a spiritual foundation for creation and as an aesthetic
principle. The meaning of “nature” in Takemitsu’s music emerges when one understands
the Japanese cultural sense of the concept and how it acquires modern musical significance.
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The traditional Japanese cultural framework, while transformed by modernization,
maintains a distinctive approach to the relationship between humans and nature that
differs from Western post-Enlightenment perspectives (Karatani 1993). In contemporary
Japan, shizen is rooted in the country’s aesthetic and philosophical heritage. The Japanese
framework forms a continuous bond between human beings and their natural surroundings
that contrasts with Western traditions that tend to separate these elements. The Daijisen
Dictionary (Matsumura, 1998) defines the term as follows:

a. The world of mountains, rivers, grasslands, trees, all those things that do not include
humans, and those things that are not created by humans.

b. Everything between heaven and earth, including humans. The universe.

In shizen, the artist treats nature as a partner in making. The artist works with the
given behavior of materials rather than forcing them. In music, this means following
resonance, decay, and timbre instead of steering sound toward a fixed goal. This stance
resists a strict subject to object split (Hayakawa 1973). It can support contemplative
experience because it reduces the felt gap between maker, medium, and world and directs
attention to how sound arises and fades. Nature functions as a fundamental principle
in Zen art, according to the Zen scholar Shin’ichi Hisamatsu, because it includes both
the natural environment that lacks human-made elements and the entire universe that
contains humanity. The seemingly contradictory perspective directs people toward spiritual
awakening by dissolving distinctions between artists and their artwork (Hisamatsu 1971).

Japanese garden design offers a clear example of shizen aesthetics. It establishes a
natural environment that appears as if nature itself had opened the space, although it is
human-made. This gardening philosophy represents the central meaning of “nature” as an
aesthetic principle. Architect Masao Hayakawa explains in his foundational study:

“Japanese gardens are places where the human heart can come into direct, pure contact
with the world of plants and flowers. One of their fundamental intentions is to inspire
the emotion of rejoicing with these creations of nature and of figuratively blooming when
they bloom”. (Hayakawa 1973, pp. 9–10)

Shizen aesthetics aims for artless art. This requires advanced technique to make
something look completely natural.

The “nature” principle reaches its highest philosophical level in Zen temple gardens
(such as Ryōan-ji), which serve as the ultimate manifestation of Japanese garden art. Dry-
landscape gardens use minimal components such as white sand and stones to generate
images of mountains, rivers, and seas that reveal boundless possibilities within limited
space. The spiritual essence of this form uses abstract signs to help viewers grasp the core
of nature. The garden avoids exact reproduction of natural scenes (Ronnen 2013).

Through the technique of “borrowed scenery,” Japanese gardens demonstrate a unique
relation to nature. Designers incorporate mountains and trees by using strategic arrange-
ments to unite human-made structures with natural elements. The artistic significance of
this method lies in its refusal to possess nature as a physical object; instead, it builds a
dialogical connection with nature through artistic interpretation. In this sacred domain,
human beings encounter nature in a space that transcends the notion of human domination
over the natural world.

Japanese garden aesthetics deeply inspired Takemitsu’s composition through his
knowledge of these gardens. He viewed shizen as more than an aesthetic concept; it
represented a spiritual approach within the process of musical composition. His widely
cited musical metaphor offers insight:

104



Religions 2025, 16, 1230

“My music is like a garden, and I am the gardener. Listening to my music can be compared
to walking through a garden and experiencing the changes in light, pattern, and texture”.
(Takemitsu 1987, p. 201)

Through this garden metaphor, composing and listening work as repeatable acts of
focused attention. These acts shape meditative listening spaces. Here, sacred denotes a
set-apart attentional space in which ordinary sound takes on more-than-ordinary meaning.
The garden–music concept manifests at three levels.

First, the creative process unfolds “naturally,” like a living organism. The gardener
avoids mechanical, predetermined blueprints and instead follows the natural growth of
plants; the garden takes shape through interaction with nature. By “natural,” Takemitsu
means that he lets sound’s own properties—resonance, decay, and timbre—suggest the
next event. He follows local relations instead of steering toward a fixed goal. In this sense,
development arises from listening into the material rather than forcing it. As he wrote,

“My music aims to exist as the natural law... I refuse to handle sound to lead it toward
a singular objective. Instead I strive to release the sound to its maximum potential.”
(Takemitsu 1971, p. 212)

Second, the structure is nonlinear. The strolling layout of Japanese gardens provides
visitors with multiple paths and perspectives. Takemitsu developed this spatial design
concept into an art that unfolds over time. The musical development in Rain Tree Sketch
avoids the teleological structures of Western classical music, offering listeners multiple
possible paths through the music. Each musical segment attains some independence while
maintaining an organic relation to the whole.

Third, with limited elements, Japanese gardens produce limitless artistic conception
that encourages imagination and exploration. Takemitsu’s music explores the territory of
words that have been used up but whose meanings remain open. In Rain Tree Sketches, the
combination and development of basic musical elements yield layered sound imagery and
a quiet, attentive listening space shaped by sustained tones, registral gaps, and rests.

3. Sacred Symbolism of the Cosmic Tree

“The Clever Rain Tree” by Kenzaburō Ōe articulates a spiritual cosmology that underlies
Toru Takemitsu’s musical composition. The literary image functions beyond its narrative
role to establish a spiritual bridge between music and literature. The rain tree thus operates
as an archetypal cosmic tree, or axis mundi, with deep cosmological meaning within Ōe’s
literary universe.

According to Oe’s novel description the “ingenious tree” contains “hundreds of
thousands of tiny leaves—finger-like” that “store up moisture while other trees dry up
at once” (Ōe 1980, p. 4). The botanical description serves as a metaphor for spiritual
strength, showing that the rain tree remains connected to transcendent nourishment sources
when material and spiritual resources become depleted. The rain tree imagery draws on
mythological archetypes across cultures. Literary scholars view it as a contemporary World-
Tree representation that connects the underworld with the earth and heaven (Burt 2001;
Enomoto 1995). The three-level cosmic framework represents both vertical spiritual order
and the active linkages between spatial realms.

Peter Burt notes that Takemitsu found inspiration in the rain tree as a “poetic metaphor
of fertility and growth,” a way of evoking the “eternal recurrence” of natural cycles in
musical form (Burt 2001, p. 205). The rain tree functions as a dynamic spiritual entity
mediating between planes of existence; this is its symbolic power.

The creative partnership between Takemitsu and Kenzaburō Ōe demonstrates a dis-
tinctive mode of artistic communication rooted in shared aesthetic philosophy rather than
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literal interpretation. Their collaboration operates through intuitive perception that allows
artists to grasp essential meanings without analytical mediation. When Takemitsu encoun-
tered Ōe’s rain tree metaphor, he responded not through systematic literary analysis but
through immediate recognition of its contemplative essence.

In an interview with musicologist Jimmie W. Finnie, Takemitsu acknowledged the
difficulty of explaining the relationship between Rain Tree and his own pieces: “It is hard to
say, because I have not read it,” he noted; nevertheless, “no relationship has to be estab-
lished with the entire story of Clever Rain Tree” to explain the significance of the metaphor
for his works (Finnie 1995, p. 67). The apparent paradox reveals a fundamental cognitive
process in artistic creation. The Zen tradition’s direct pointing appears in Takemitsu’s
natural comprehension of the rain tree symbol, allowing him to access essential truths
without textual mediation. Artistic communication thus takes place beyond rational under-
standing through immediate spiritual perception of the image; complete textual reading is
not required.

The transformation from Ōe’s literary symbol to Takemitsu’s musical metaphor con-
stitutes a form of spiritual transduction: it converts visual and conceptual elements into
auditory experiences while maintaining—and in some ways intensifying—the original
contemplative power through the change in medium. Takemitsu’s music translates the
rain tree’s cyclical collection and release of moisture into recurring thematic patterns that
acoustically model natural cycles. Recurrence, spacing, and decay act as listening cues that
help performers and audiences sustain steady attention. Through the temporal unfolding
of sound, Takemitsu creates an acoustic environment that allows listeners to connect with
natural rhythms through musical progression.

Takemitsu converts the rain tree’s spiritual qualities into specific musical language in
his solo piano compositions Rain Tree Sketch and Rain Tree Sketch II. The repeated, relatively
static harmonic structures, using modal pitch collections and unresolved dissonances, and
produce audible impressions of raindrops falling on leaves. Irregular rhythmic structures
together with extended silences simulate natural processes that are asymmetrical and
nonlinear (Koozin 2002). The opening marking “celestial light” calls for a pale, floating
tone color. It guides touch, pedaling, and decay. Rather than demanding any particular
spiritual state from the performer, it primarily shapes the intended sonority so the section
sounds coherent; at the same time, it can implicitly cue a calm mental focus.

4. The Sacred Void of Ma

The spiritual aspects of Takemitsu’s Rain Tree Sketch require understanding the
traditional Japanese aesthetic idea of ma as the primary key to its musical structure.
Takemitsu transformed the spatial–temporal concept of ma found in East Asian philoso-
phy into a musical–spiritual method that turns abstract sound patterns into vehicles for
transcendent experience.

According to the Iwanami Dictionary of Ancient Terms’ definition:

“ma refers to the natural distance between two or more things existing in a continuity or
the natural pause or interval between two or more phenomena occurring continuously.”

(Iwanai Dictionary of Ancient Terms. quoted in Isozaki 1979)

However, such a dictionary entry offers only a basic explanation. In traditional
Japanese culture, ma is an active void filled with possibility. Modern architectural theorist
Arata Isozaki explains that ma functions as “the place where life is experienced,” shaping
the living environments of observers of this aesthetic (Isozaki 1979, p. 69).

The essential nature of ma becomes apparent through this explanation: it is a preg-
nant void filled with potential. Although the concept may initially seem foreign to
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Western thought, it resonates with several Western philosophical and mystical traditions.
Apophatic theology, particularly in the works of Pseudo-Dionysius and Meister Eckhart, ap-
proaches the divine through negation, finding fullness in apparent emptiness (Robert 2012).
Takemitsu’s achievement lies in making this productive emptiness directly experiential
through musical structure, allowing listeners from any cultural background to encounter
the generative potential of silence without philosophical training. This cross-cultural reso-
nance suggests that Takemitsu’s use of ma operates on broadly human rather than narrowly
culture-specific principles of consciousness. The musical implementation of ma in Rain
Tree Sketches therefore offers a practical demonstration of contemplative principles that
philosophy has long theorized but has rarely made directly experiential. Through precise
compositional techniques, Takemitsu turns abstract concepts into lived acoustic experience.

Takemitsu understood ma with both depth and originality. In a 1988 interview, he
remarked:

“Ma cannot be dominated by a person, or by a composer. Of course, ma can never be
determined. Ma is the mother of sound and should be very vivid. Ma is living space, more
than actual space.” (Cronin and Tann 1988)

This statement reveals both his philosophical understanding of ma and how he trans-
formed the concept into concrete compositional practices.

The various levels of ma become evident in the structure of Rain Tree Sketch. First,
the composition relies on intervallic structures. Its deliberately constructed contemplative
architecture emerges through Takemitsu’s strategic deployment of silences and pauses.
These silences serve specific compositional functions that extend beyond mere cessation
of sound.

For instance, in Figure 1 (MM. 45–51), static soprano parts appear every two measures
(mm. 45, 48, 51); together with the bass’s sustained repetition of A, they create a unique
temporal experience. The passage looks still yet holds built-up psychological energy that
prepares the start of the next section. This is what Takemitsu termed “living space.”

 

Figure 1. Rain Tree Sketch I, MM. 45–51.

Second, ma operates at the timbral level. Internal sound variation within traditional
Japanese music receives utmost attention, and this concept finds contemporary expression
in Rain Tree Sketch I. The phrase consisting of two identical sections in Figure 2 (MM. 80–84)
demonstrates Takemitsu’s deliberate approach to timbral development. The composer
instructs performers to play the second occurrence “softer than before,” together with
detailed pedal directions. To achieve proper muting during the second repetition, the
performer must use both the right pedal and the soft pedal. The technical support enables
each sound to become a spiritual moment that listeners can experience deeply.
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Figure 2. Rain Tree Sketch I, MM. 80–84.

In Rain Tree Sketch, ma shapes attention and the sense of time by translating Ōe’s
depiction of temporal suspension in the rain tree’s moisture cycles into musical space.
The same cues that work aesthetically may also support a quieter, more focused mode of
listening. This is an invitation, not a guarantee, for every listener. The method produces an
exceptional temporal encounter that helps people slip free of everyday time awareness and
reach heightened states of attention.

This spiritual function is realized through several mechanisms. The combination of
sonic sequences and silent intervals functions as a breathing rhythm, an organic wave that
aligns with human mental patterns. The reappearance of textures in Rain Tree Sketch II
from MM. 4–8 at MM. 6–7 (Figure 3) creates a dual experience of familiarity and novelty
through registral expansion, leading listeners toward advanced listening and preparing
sectional transformation.

Figure 3. Rain Tree Sketch II, MM. 4–11.

Ma invites participatory listening. In many concert settings, listeners are observers of a
fixed score. Here, ma invites active listening because it asks the listener to supply attention.
Each rest opens a small space for reflection.
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Through his use of ma, Takemitsu develops a musical language with broad spiri-
tual reach. The piece includes no liturgical text, ritual frame, or confessional symbols. It
relies on timing, color, and silence, which travel across settings. The design represents
Takemitsu’s spiritual vision by representing Japanese tradition while reaching beyond
cultural boundaries. The achievement of universality occurs through the retention of
cultural characteristics because it engages fundamentals of human consciousness. The
silences generated by ma reveal the shared insight of many contemplative traditions: deeper
awareness can arise in the gaps between thoughts. Whether Buddhist “śūnyatā” (empti-
ness), Christian mysticism’s “sacred darkness,” or Islamic Sufism’s fanā (self-annihilation),
these traditions testify to similar experiences (Taufiqurrohman 2024). Through his musical
use of ma, Takemitsu invites contemporary audiences toward this shared contemplative
dimension. Whether a listener attains it depends on context and practice.

5. The Metaphor of Water: Musical Transformation from Natural
Phenomenon to Spiritual Symbol

Water constitutes an essential thematic element throughout Toru Takemitsu’s aesthet-
ics, directly inspired by Ōe’s rain tree metaphor in which collected rainwater becomes the
medium of memory and spiritual continuity. Throughout his career, from Water Music
through the late “Rain” pieces, Takemitsu used water as a spiritual symbol that transcends
mere depiction to convey philosophical meanings. Burt’s discussion of the “sea of tonality”
highlights Takemitsu’s cultural grounding in Japanese water symbolism, which he used to
develop his distinctive approach to musical fluidity (Burt 2001).

In Japanese spiritual tradition, water bears multiple layers of meaning. It is sa-
cred in Shinto because it purifies and regenerates. Water basins (temizuya) at shrine
entrances and waterfall ascetic practices (takigyō) show water as a means of purification
extending beyond the physical to the spiritual. Water’s flowing nature represents life’s
continual transformation.

According to Kōji Matsunobu, the musical practice of otodamaho teaches the pu-
rification of body and mind through natural sounds—including waterfalls, streams, and
rain—and it deeply shaped Takemitsu’s approach (Matsunobu 2007). Within Japanese
aesthetics, water functions as an emotional symbol: tranquil surfaces signify peace, while
moving surfaces suggest shifting emotion. With the arrival of Buddhism in Japan, water’s
formlessness came to exemplify emptiness.

Takemitsu built his musical representation of water through sustained philosophical
study. He candidly acknowledged that “music has always had a connection to water, even
from the early days” (Takemitsu 2000, pp. 454–56). Water and sound share physical traits:
both are wave phenomena that display fluidity and permeability. Takemitsu drew technical
inspiration from this similarity to develop musical techniques that replicate water’s natural
flow. He was also fascinated by water’s transformations of state. Water exists as solid (ice),
liquid (water), or gas (vapor), yet its molecular structure remains unchanged. The essential
nature of music parallels this: music transforms through time while its inner structure
persists. His finest works demonstrate that water-like surface changes can maintain deep
unity beneath.

Among water’s features, its capacity for “memory” particularly struck Takemitsu. Ac-
cording to Noriko Ohtake, water functions both as physical phenomenon and as a spiritual
medium that transports memories and dreams. This poetic insight led him to explore sonic
memory through musical development, allowing earlier sounds to leave traces that persist in
later stages and create continuous temporal relationships (Ohtake 1993).

The water symbolism in Rain Tree Sketch exists through different musical approaches
which demonstrate subtle implementation. Through his work on sound design Takemitsu
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developed a liquid sonority. The sustain pedal combined with una corda techniques
through continuous use enables different pitch sounds to combine in the piano resonance
chamber thus achieving water-like sonic effects. At M. 53 (Figure 4) the entire sound
organization shows no full serial pattern while the combined hand-generated sounds
emerge from physical mixing rather than rapid scales or arpeggios. Every note enters this
sound pool to produce waves before becoming part of the whole.

Figure 4. Rain Tree Sketch I, MM. 53–54.

Rhythmically, Takemitsu created dropping patterns. The rhythmic structure takes
its direct origin from Japanese traditional music which emulates natural sounds. Notes
drop like water droplets which maintain balanced patterns between expected patterns and
unexpected occurrences. Takemitsu gives explicit instructions at MM. 42–44 (Figure 5) to
“leggerissimo rapidly” while instructing players to keep sustain pedal pressed until the
phrase ends thus producing a controlled yet natural sound.

 

Figure 5. Rain Tree Sketch I, MM. 42–44.

Formally, the work employs a ripple-like design. Through pitch-class set analysis,
Koozin shows how Takemitsu used octatonic collections and referential set complexes to
produce motifs that ripple through time like stones cast into water (Koozin 2002). The
sound waves transform subtly as they travel before fading into silence. Overall, Rain Tree

110



Religions 2025, 16, 1230

Sketches I and II consist of fragmented sections that alternate between Tempo I and Tempo II
while maintaining organic connection through ma, dropping rhythms, and liquid sonority.

Water’s temporal nature helped Takemitsu develop an original approach to musical
time perception. According to Takemitsu, traditional Japanese music presents a perception
of time that differs from Western norms: it is complex and multidimensional rather than
linearly goal-directed (Takemitsu 1987). The returns in Rain Tree Sketch function as trans-
formed repetitions that show water’s ability to recollect new experiences with each cycle.
The result is a spiral-shaped temporal experience. Philosopher Henk Oosterling connects
the Japanese concept of ma to contemporary Western thought by demonstrating parallels
with post-structuralist ideas of spacing or interval (Oosterling 2000). In this analysis, ma
is not static emptiness but an active pause that generates meaning through what it holds
apart. When Takemitsu places a silence between two phrases, it creates a charged space
between sounds.

Performance of Rain Tree Sketch demands water-like thinking as the primary interpre-
tive approach. Performers require specific technical training to achieve liquid sonority. The
pedal functions beyond sustaining sound to blend attacks into continuous flow. Touch
must adapt to the water state the musician aims to express.

At a spiritual level, performers cultivate a state of consciousness that resembles water’s
qualities: internally stable yet flexible in response to each sonic situation. As Christopher
I. Lehrich argues, performance is a living process that goes beyond score reproduction;
each performance flows like water along the same riverbed yet produces distinct variations
(Lehrich 2014). Takemitsu turns the water image into method: droplet-like figures and
sustained-pedal accumulations let multiple pitches overlap and blend, creating the acoustic
equivalent of ripples on a surface. These techniques restructure temporal perception to
mirror properties of flow, accumulation, and dispersion.

6. Digital Sacred Art: Technology as Spiritual Medium

Through the imagery of water and the temporality of ma, Toru Takemitsu elevates
natural phenomena into spiritual symbols in music. However, this aesthetic often presents
comprehension barriers in contemporary listening contexts. Not all listeners can directly
grasp abstract sonic imagery and temporal blank space. Therefore this section proposes
a visualization concept based on Synesthesia-2 to explore how this aesthetic might be
presented in contemporary settings. The software can precisely map acoustic parameters
to abstract geometric forms. It avoids narrative or excessive symbolic interference, aligning
better with the aesthetic of emptiness in ma. Visual presentation can provide a pathway
of understanding for listeners who struggle to perceive abstract sonic imagery directly.
In our design, technology is used as a medium to assist music, which demonstrate how
visualization can help audiences more intuitively experience the water symbolism and ma
spacing in Rain Tree Sketch without disrupting its contemplative nature.

Educational research further indicates that visualization aids musical understanding.
MIDI visualization helps identify subtle patterns difficult to detect through hearing alone
(Heyen and Sedlmair 2020). Real-time keyboard visualization enhances learners’ grasp of
complex parameters (Bauer 2020). While these findings originate from educational contexts,
their conclusions apply equally to Rain Tree Sketch. The water droplet imagery and temporal
organization of ma in the work are precisely the type of structures that require additional
visual cues yet must avoid over-interpretation, which means only describe what the music
actually contains.

Against this background, we designed a visualization concept for Rain Tree Sketch
based on Synesthesia-2. It directly converts acoustic parameters like pitch, loudness,
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timbre, and rhythm into simple geometric movements. Synesthesia-2 eliminates the need
for complex programming, freeing researchers to focus on debugging technical issues.

This allows them to focus on calibrating the visuals and ensuring they align with the
musical soundscapes, such as water and ma. Compared to TouchDesigner, which requires
complex programming, it is more accessible. Unlike Magic Music Visuals, which favors
figurative patterns, its abstract output does not steal attention or introduce additional nar-
ratives and symbols. More crucially, its decay control allows visual elements to disappear
at the same rate as sound, preventing visual afterimages from filling the negative space of
ma. Therefore, Synesthesia-2 naturally aligns technically with water’s fluidity and ma’s
gaps, suitable for presentation without disturbing the musical subject.

In the specific design, we transform acoustic characteristics of different sections into
corresponding visual logic. The opening (measures 1–6) employs a vertical particle water-
fall design (Figure 6). High-frequency notes are mapped as cool-colored light points slowly
falling from the screen’s top. As frequency decreases, light points transition to dark green
or black, eventually disappearing as afterimages. This design simulates raindrops seeping
into soil. We strictly control afterimage duration to completely synchronize with the piano
sound’s natural decay. This ensures ma’s silence is not filled by visual afterimages. The
middle section (measures 45–51) employs breathing halo diffusion (Figure 7). The treble
appears every two measures in this passage, combined with the sustained bass A, creating
a unique floating sensation. We transform this musical structure into slowly diffusing
concentric halos. When the treble appears, a pale blue light point generates at screen center,
then expands outward at an extremely slow speed. The halo’s transparency decreases as
the diffusion radius increases, completely disappearing before the next treble note. The
lbass A appears as a deep blue horizontal line at the screen bottom, its brightness subtly
fluctuating with volume. This design reinforces Takemitsu’s concept of ma. The visual
elements’ diffusion speed is precisely calculated to ensure the screen returns to stillness
exactly when the music pauses. The repetition section (measures 80–84) employs mirrored
projection with gradient transparency (Figure 8). This passage contains two identical musi-
cal materials, but the composer requires the second performance to be softer. We reflect this
timbral difference through changes in visual transparency. During the first performance,
visual elements appear at normal brightness, forming clear ripple patterns. When entering
the second repetition, the same visual patterns reappear but with transparency reduced to
40% of the original. The ripple diffusion speed also slows accordingly. By reducing visual
intensity, we maintain ma’s negative space in repetition, avoiding visual interference with
auditory meditation.

 

Figure 6. Visual in vertical particle waterfall.
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Figure 7. Halo Diffusion.

Figure 8. Gradient transparent mirror projection.

At the overall level, we establish a simple mapping between register and color. Low
register notes appear as deep blue or dark green forms, evoking earth and deep sea
imagery. High register notes appear as silver-white or pale gold light points, similar to
starlight or morning dew. Middle register notes appear as cyan and sky blue. This color
scheme maintains register recognizability while avoiding additional symbolic meaning.
Additionally, we reinforce water imagery through fluid dynamics simulation. Each note
produces concentric ripples that interfere with each other. Ripple size, diffusion speed,
and duration depend on note characteristics. Greater volume produces more prominent
ripples. Pedal layering creates more complex textures, echoing Takemitsu’s pursuit of liquid
sound. During rests, diffusion is strictly limited, allowing visuals to naturally dissipate
in silence, preserving ma’s emptiness. Audiences thus experience both the water surface
as a note-mapping system and the dynamic presentation of rain washing ancient trees
(Figure 9).

Accordingly, we summarize three design principles for visualization. First, visual
decay must synchronize with acoustic decay. Second, ripple propagation speed gradually
decreases until completely stopping when sound ceases. Third, projection brightness
remains at appropriate levels, allowing audiences to equally clearly distinguish the disap-
pearance of both sound and light.

Finally, we must emphasize technology’s transparency. Visualization’s responsibility
is helping listeners notice music’s inherent structure and imagery, not creating additional
interpretations or effects. Visual presentation provides a path to understanding for listeners
who have difficulty directly perceiving abstract sound images. Its purpose is to assist rather
than replace the spiritual and structural experience of listening to music.
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Figure 9. Visual in Ma.

7. Discussion and Conclusions

This study examines the spiritual expression and visual presentation of Takemitsu’s
Rain Tree Sketch, proposing an integrated perspective combining literary symbolism,
Japanese aesthetics, and digital technology. First, it clarifies the unique transformation of
literary symbols into musical language, specifically how Takemitsu converts Kenzaburō ōe’s
rain tree imagery into sonic experience. Second, it systematically analyzes the concrete
application of ma in the work, demonstrating how this Japanese aesthetic concept creates
contemplative space through musical techniques. Third, it proposes visualization design
principles based on Synesthesia-2 software, exploring the possibilities and boundaries of
digital visualization in presenting spiritual content.

Regarding the transformation between literature and music, this study identifies a
more direct path of artistic communication. Previous research has interpreted Takemitsu’s
water imagery through cultural context and biographical events (Burt 2001). However,
this study finds that Takemitsu’s understanding of the rain tree metaphor derives from
intuitive perception rather than rational textual interpretation. The dynamic imagery of the
rain tree in the literature is translated into the piano’s collection and release of sound. Thus,
symbolic meaning continues through acoustic processes rather than additional narrative.
The work’s original meditative quality is thereby preserved.

Additionally, while existing research focuses primarily on compositional techniques
or performance traditions, with Timothy Koozin emphasizing the octatonic system’s role
in harmonic organization (Koozin 2002) and Rui Hara exploring performance traditions
and interpretive methods (Hara 2020). Our study takes a different path. It focuses on
how digital media can assist in conveying Takemitsu’s aesthetic thought. In contrast, this
study concerns neither the pitch system itself nor performance operations alone. Instead,
it explores how the abstract structure of ma can be perceived through digital visualiza-
tion. To this end, we propose design principles based on Synesthesia-2: visual decay
must synchronize with acoustic decay, the screen must return to stillness during rests,
and brightness must remain moderate without exceeding boundaries. This methodol-
ogy makes visualization a transparent aid. It allows listeners to more intuitively per-
ceive water imagery and temporal negative space without weakening music’s original
contemplative quality.

However, visual assistance may also produce negative effects. Some listeners might
develop dependence on visuals. Once accustomed to visual music, their patience and
immersion in pure listening environments might decrease. The boundary between assis-
tance and interference thus becomes subtle. Excessive visual stimulation easily fills the
emptiness of ma. What was originally a meditative experience might become entertainment
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performance. Technology overshadowing the main subject would destroy music’s essence.
Furthermore, cultural differences deserve attention. While the design principles proposed
in this study draw on Japanese aesthetics, particularly the emphasis on intentional white
space in ma and the continuity symbolized by water, their core lies in cross-cultural multi-
modal symbolism. This parallels the universal conventions of classical musical notation,
highlighted earlier in this article. Classical notation relies on shared codes that transcend
cultural boundaries, and our Svnesthesia-2 visualization extends this logic, serving as a
graphical form of musical notation. This visualization transforms acoustic parameters into
abstract visual signals that draw on shared sensory norms rather than specific cultural
references, ensuring its core utility is not limited to the Japanese context. However, audi-
ence familiarity with Japanese aesthetic concepts may influence interpretation. Listeners
unfamiliar with the concept of ma as active white space may interpret the corresponding
visual representation as simply empty space. Therefore, further research on how Western
or non-Japanese audiences perceive this visualization is valuable.

Overall, this study tracked the spiritual concept of ma through its expression in various
media. The article began with the literary symbolism of the rain tree in Kenzaburō Ōe’s
story. It then analyzed how Tōru Takemitsu translated this image and its underlying
spiritual principles into the musical language of Rain Tree Sketch. Finally, it explored how
digital visualization can represent the music’s structure, offering a contemporary method
for perceiving its contemplative qualities.
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Notes

1 Ōe’s short story works in literary fiction and uses a single image, the clever rain tree whose leaves store water and drip slowly, to
stage care, renewal, and continuity; this is the metaphor Takemitsu draws on.
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Abstract: This article sheds light on the repercussions of the Proverbs sentence “Wisdom has
built her house” on Christian doctrine and on the Marian iconography of the Annunciation.
To achieve his objectives, the author uses a double comparative analysis as a methodology.
To begin with, he analyzes a vast corpus of texts in which numerous Fathers, theologians,
and liturgical hymnographers of Eastern and Western Churches interpret this biblical locu-
tion according to Mariological and Christological projections. Secondly, he analyzes eight
pictorial Annunciations from the Italian Renaissance in which Mary’s house in Nazareth
is depicted as a luxurious palace. As a result of these two sets of analyses, the author
concludes that the interpretations of the Fathers, theologians, and hymnographers about
the house built by Wisdom and the form of the house/palace in images of the Annunciation
allude to the dogma of God the Son’s supernatural human conception/incarnation in
Mary’s virginal womb.

Keywords: mariology; patristics; liturgical hymns; Christ’s incarnation; divine motherhood;
marian iconography; Renaissance painting

1. Introduction1

It is not unusual that, among the numerous praises dedicated to the Virgin Mary in the
ancestral Lauretan Litanies, the title Sedes Sapientiae (Seat of Wisdom) stands out. In fact, this
metaphorical designation is not surprising if one remembers that a sentence from Proverbs
that proclaims Sapientia aedificavit sibi domum (“Wisdom has built her house”. Prov 9:1).

Starting from the assumption that in the Judaic-Christian tradition the wisdom to
which this biblical text alludes is synonymous with God, the Fathers, theologians, and
liturgical hymnographers of the Greek-Eastern and Latin Churches interpreted this phrase
from Proverbs with Christological and Mariological projections from an early date, as we
will see in the following three sections. In Section 2 we will study the interpretations
of some Greek Fathers; in Section 3 we will consider those of some Latin Fathers and
theologians; finally, in Section 4 we will present many stanzas of Latin medieval liturgical
hymns that develop this biblical metaphor in a Christological and Mariological sense.

2. The Metaphor domus Sapientiae in Greek Patristics

The Christological-Mariological interpretation of this sentence from Proverbs began
relatively early within Eastern Christianity. Already in the first half of the third century,
Saint Hippolytus Portuensis (c. 170–c. 235), Bishop of Portus, is, as far as we know, the
Christian thinker who inaugurated in the Greek-Eastern Churches the exegetical variant
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that deciphers the house built for herself by divine Wisdom (domus Sapientiae) as a symbol
of Christ’s human body, conceived in Mary’s virginal womb. Hippolytus assures that
Christ, who is God the Father’s wisdom and power, built his human flesh as a house from
that of the Virgin Mary. This is confirmed by the statement of the Creed, “The Word became
flesh and dwelt among us”, and the sentence from Proverbs, “Wisdom has built her house”.
This fact —Hippolytus emphasizes— happened when Christ clothed himself with the
human body engendered by his mother without needing a manly involvement.2

Some years later the scholar and ascetic Origen of Alexandria (c. 185–c. 254) also
interpreted this phrase from Proverbs as a metaphor for the incarnation of God the Son
in Mary’s womb, in the sense that the temple of the body (the human nature) of Christ
was built by God by himself and for himself in the Virgin without human intervention.
The Alexandrian writer adds that Daniel also predicted this when he stated that a stone
not cut by hands grew and became a great mountain; thus, the body of Christ was made
without human help.3 With such statements, Origen clearly defends the supernatural
human conception/incarnation of God the Son in the unpolluted womb of the Virgin Mary,
as well as her virginal divine motherhood.

Some decades later, the Greek bishop Saint Gregory the Thaumaturge (c. 213–c. 270)
offers a Mariological interpretation of this biblical metaphor. According to him, the Virgin
Mary is the domus Dei, the home where God the Son incarnate lived, asserting that Gabriel
was sent to Mary, palace of the king of angels, to prepare a most pure bed worthy of the
divine Spouse.4 In this regard, the author praises Mary with this warm greeting: “God
save you, equivalent and worthy abode of heaven and earth. Hail, receptacle capable of
perfectly containing the nature of the one which cannot be understood or contained”,5 due
to his incomprehensible infinity. Thus, Gregory the Thaumaturge is, as far as we know, the
first Greek-Eastern Church Father who defends the exclusively Mariological variant when
interpreting the biblical metaphors we are studying. Despite that, the Thaumaturge also
subscribes to Origen’s dogmatic position on Christ’s supernatural incarnation and Mary’s
virginal divine motherhood.

Towards the middle of the fourth century, the hymnographer Saint Ephrem of Syria
(c. 307–373) confirms the exegetical variant that interprets the metaphors domus Sapientiae
and aula regalis as symbolic figures of the Virgin Mary, in whose womb God the Son built
his house to reside in. In Hymn 12 of the Nativity of Christ, Ephrem proclaims that Mary’s
womb was Christ’s royal palace, whom he supernaturally conceived and gestated without
losing her virginity. In his Hymn 17 for the same feast, the Syrian poet insists on similar
concepts, pointing out in dialogue with Christ that Mary is the royal palace for Him, Son of
the divine King, and the Sancta Sanctorum for Him, the divine Great priest.6

Some decades later, Saint Gregory Nyssen, Bishop of Nyssa in Cappadocia
(c. 330/35–c. 394/400), inaugurated in the Greek-Eastern Churches the double exegeti-
cal variant when interpreting the metaphors domus Sapientiae, aula regalis, palatium Dei,
thronus deitatis, and other similar analogies referring to spaces or elements for the exclusive
use of God or the king. In his opinion, such metaphors simultaneously symbolize Mary
(her virginal womb) and the body or human nature that God the Son took from the Virgin’s
womb.7 In this sense, the Nyssen points out that when the Holy Spirit came to the Virgin
and the power of the Most High covered her to beget the new man Christ, she became
the house of God, built by God, and not by the hand of man. Thus, the author confirms
the Mariological projection of his exegesis. However, he then completes his interpretation,
expanding it to the Christological projection, by arguing that, since God does not live in
buildings built by man, divine Wisdom, making her house, entered it, so that the divine
nature of God the Son would be united with the human nature in his body and soul.8
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Furthermore, in a writing against Eunomius, the Nyssen insists that the phrase from
Proverbs “Wisdom has built her house” is a symbolic way of signifying God the Son’s
incarnation in Mary’s womb, since true Wisdom, God the Son, does not live in a strange
building: that is why he built his house (his body or human nature) from Mary’s virginal
body.9 Thus, for Gregory the Nyssen, this domus Sapientiae symbolizes both God the Son’s
human body and the Virgin Mary, in whose virginal womb Christ was conceived as a man.

Almost half a century later, Saint Cyril of Alexandria (c. 370/73–444) reiterates these
two interpretative variants by declaring that the Proverbs saying “Wisdom has built her
house,” and Gabriel’s announcement that the Holy Spirit would come upon Mary and the
power of the Almighty would overshadow her mean that in Christ the godhead of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit do not operate separately but as a single whole, so
that Christ’s human incarnation is the joint work of the Trinity’s entire divine nature.10 In
another passage of this writing, Cyril reiterates that, when “Wisdom has built her house”
and a truer tabernacle (the corporeal temple built from Mary), the divine Word, which is in
God the Father’s bosom, descended within her and became a man.11

Around the same time, Saint Proclus of Constantinople († 446/48) and Hesychius of
Jerusalem († post 450) subscribe to the Mariological interpretation of the domus Sapientiae
as a symbolic reference exclusively to Mary. Thus, Proclus, in a sermon in honor of the
Virgin, dedicates some warm praise to her, such as “glory of virgins”, “joy of mothers”,
“sustenance of the faithful”, and “diadem of the Church”. It is interesting to note that
among these praises, the “domicile of the Holy Trinity” stands out, an honor that, according
to Proclus, derives from Gabriel’s announcement to Mary: “The Holy Spirit will come upon
you, and the power of the Most High will cover you with its shadow; so the Holy One who
will be born of you will be called the Son of God.”12

For his part, Hesychius of Jerusalem takes up in a sermon in honor of Mary the various
praises that other Fathers dedicate to her. According to Hesychius, some call her the mother
of light, another calls her the star of life, another calls her the throne of God, another calls
her a temple grander than heaven, another considers her a chair higher than that of the
cherubs, and another calls her a fertile garden without having been planted or cultivated.13

Towards the middle of the fifth century, Theodotus of Ancyra asserts in a homily on
the Virgin and the Nativity of Christ that God the Son, without turning away from God the
Father, descended to the Earth and made the fullness of divinity, which cannot be contained
anywhere, fit in the womb of the Virgin. In addition, being the splendor of glory and the
figure of the hidden substance of God the Father, he wanted to assume the human flesh of
the immaculate Virgin. Furthermore, he who was begotten by God the Father in eternity,
chose for himself a mother in new times, and divine Wisdom built for herself in the womb
of the Virgin a temple not made with human hands, and dwelt among us.14

Almost half a century later, the famous Syriac hymn composer Jacob of Serugh
(c. 451–521) adopts the restricted Mariological interpretation when, in a sermon on the
Visitation, he says that Christ is holy and Mary is the house of holiness, whose closed door
indicates that she always kept the seals of her virginity intact.15 In another sermon, Jacob of
Serugh describes Mary as “a shining citadel, into which the King once entered, lived after
building it, and was never opened before he came out of it.”16

A few years later, the Neoplatonic philosopher Procopius of Gaza (c. 465–528), writing
on the Exodus, affirms that Christ, whom we consider a temple, born of Mary, enriched his
home with his divine nature, thus improving the Holy Virgin.17 Perhaps around the same
time, John Maxentius, monk of Antioch (first half of the sixth century), affirms that the
Word, Son of God, consubstantial with God the Father and born of Him in eternity, without
losing his divine nature, became man in time with a rational soul and a human body in the
Virgin Mary’s womb without human semen, so that he came out of a virginal thalamus.18
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A few lines later, Maxentius explains that the Word of God was united to the human nature
generated from the Virgin’s entrails, since Wisdom built her house in her, in such a way
that the Word of God was inserted into the human flesh and soul in the Virgin’s womb
through a supernatural union.19

A decade or two later, Leontius of Byzantium (c. 485–c. 543) expressed in a treatise
against the Arians that the orthodox faith affirms that God the Father begot the divine
Word from eternity in an immutable, perfect, indivisible, substantial, and complete union
with Him. Then the Word of God was conceived in time as a man by the work of the Holy
Spirit supernaturally, without intercourse, in Mary’s womb.20 Leontius assures that neither
by his first divine generation in eternity nor by his second human generation in time, the
incarnate Word of God has anything in common with other men.21 The author emphasizes
this essential difference by specifying that no being was generated eternal, immutable,
undivided, and perfect such as God the Son, who was born in his first generation in
eternity;22 nor was any being born without semen or corruption, conceived supernaturally
by the Holy Spirit, as was the Word of God incarnate in his second generation. Thus God the
Son, conceived perfect without time (in eternity), was formed and endowed with human
members in the Virgin Mary’s chaste womb, taking from her only a perfect human body
adapted to himself, as a temple and tabernacle of the divine Word.23 With such expressions,
Leontius of Byzantium, in addition to accepting the double interpretation, Mariological
and Christological, of the biblical metaphors under analysis, also subscribes to the already
consolidated dogma of Christ’s double nature, divine and human (duophysitism), both
substantially united in one single Person.

Therefore, Leontius assures that we cannot stop praising this Virgin, increasingly
recognized as Mother of God, in whom and from whom the incarnate Word of God comes
out as a bridegroom leaving his nuptial chamber, and through whom Wisdom (God the
Son) built her house (his body).24 Leontius adds that what is admirable in this case is that
Wisdom built and assumed her house (the human body) from Mary’s womb not due to
natural conditions, but because of her supernatural divine nature, i.e., that of the Word of
God who dwells in Mary: the divine Word supernaturally built his house (his body and
nature as a man), engendered by this woman through whose inviolate vulva He entered
(when being conceived) and left (at birth).25 Leontius concludes by arguing that, because
of his infinite goodness, the Word of God, who was entirely spiritual, divinely provided for
himself a corporeal form in the womb of Mary, thus intimately linking his divine nature
with the human body he took from the Virgin.26

Almost a century later, Saint Modestos, bishop of Jerusalem († 634), reinterprets
the biblical metaphor domus Sapientiae according to the restricted Mariological projection,
stating that God turned Mary into the house and habitation of God the Son, who lived in
her without restrictions, was incarnated in her by the work of the Holy Spirit, and, made a
child, the one who is God inseparable from His Father and the Holy Spirit, remained nine
months in Mary’s womb.27

A century later, Saint Germanus, Patriarch of Constantinople (c. 650/60–c. 730/33),
also seems to adhere to this strictly Mariological interpretation of the biblical metaphors
above. Thus, in a sermon on Mary’s Presentation, he exalts her as the sacrosanctly built,
immaculate, purest palace of God, the supreme King, adorned with his magnificence.28

Mary—the author goes on— is now the royal palace of God and his holy temple, not made
by human hands and resplendent with beauty, in which the divine Word was incarnated
to reconcile humankind with God the Father.29 Germanus then praises the Virgin with
various metaphorical praises, such as “holy throne of God, divine altar, house of glory,
charming ornament,” and “mercy seat of the entire world, which sings to heaven and the
glory of God.”30
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In another sermon on the Dormition of Mary, Germanus assures that the biblical
sentence “You are beautiful” refers to the Virgin, because her body is virginal, completely
chaste, and holy, “the perfect and complete house of God.”31 In a hymn in honor of Mary,
Saint Germanus praises her with these metaphors referring to spaces or elements reserved
for God or the King:

Golden candlestick,
Cloud that illuminates,
Higher than the cherubs,
living ark,
Beautiful throne of the Most High,
Golden urn that receives manna,
vital table of the Word,
Refuge of all Christians,
That celebrate [you] with a sacred poem,
Let’s say this: Palace of the Word [...].32

Some years later, Saint Andrew of Crete, Saint John Damascene, and Saint John of
Euboea expressed similar exclusively Mariological interpretations. Saint Andrew of Crete
or Jerusalem, bishop of Gortyn in Crete (c. 660–c. 740), declares in his fourth sermon on the
Annunciation that Holy Scripture honored the Virgin Mary with many metaphors: among
them are “conjugal room, house of God, holy temple, tabernacle, holy table, altar, mercy
seat, golden censer, Sancta Sanctorum”, and other symbols, through which the interpreters
of the Scriptures prophetically designate Mary.33 In his fifth sermon on the Annunciation,
the Cretan theologian exalts the Virgin, calling her “magnificent temple of divine glory”,
“palace of the King of sacred construction”, “marital room in which Christ married human
nature with the divine.34

On the other hand, the prestigious Syrian Father Saint John Damascene (675–749),
in his first sermon on Mary’s birth, praises her because her womb is the home of the one
(God the Son) who does not fit anywhere, and because she is entirely the bridal chamber
of the Holy Spirit, the complete city of the living God, animated by the emanation of the
Holy Spirit’s graces.35 In another passage, the author exalts the Virgin, saying that there
is no other home for God more worthy than her; therefore, all generations appreciate her
holiness, for being the distinguished honor of humankind, the glory of the priests, the hope
of Christians, and the fertile plant of virginity.36

In a second sermon on this same Marian event, John Damascene exalts Mary as the ark
and refuge built by God, the receptacle of the new world, from which Christ, as a new Noah,
emerged (at being conceived and at birth), filling the supreme world of incorruption.37 A
few lines later, he exalts the Virgin in these terms: “Hail, house of God, resplendent with
divine splendors, [...] house full of the glory of the Lord, and whose spirit shines more than
the seraphim of fire.”38

Then, John Damascene exalts Mary with this sequence of poetic praises:

God save you, heaven, the noblest and cleanest abode in the whole world, which
shines with the splendor of virtues as if they were stars: from where the Sun of
justice was born [...]. Hail, throne elevated to the sublimity of glory, living seat,
manifesting the seat of God in itself.39

A few lines later, he goes on to express:

God save you, Mother, the only one who knows no man, the only one intact
among mothers [...]. God save you, Virgin who generates, the only one who
gives birth among virgins, preserving the attributes of virginity among mothers,
a surprising prodigy before the other [mothers].40
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Perhaps during the same years, Saint John of Euboea (eighth century) assures in a
sermon on Mary’s Conception that the heavenly king builds a palace without human
hands, and—in reference to Ezekiel’s porta clausa—this palace has a gate facing East, and
no one will enter through it, but only the Lord God, and it will be a closed gate.41 The
author then adds:

It is a perfectly admirable Palace because even the angelic Virtues themselves
admire it, and it is a work that surpasses all thought. For this Palace, built without
the intervention of any human architect, appears more sublime than heaven and
broader than any creature, and no one lived in it except this architect, maker, and
Creator of all heavenly and earthly things.42

In another paragraph of this sermon, John of Euboea insists that Mary is the house
that, with the blessing of God the Father and the cooperation of the Holy Spirit, Christ had
built to inhabit in his incarnation when the time to come to save us was fulfilled.43

Around the same time, Cosmas of Maiuma (c. 675/706–c. 760) says in a hymn that
the infinite wisdom of God the Son built her house (body) of her most chaste mother, the
Virgin Mary, so that Christ, our God, clothed himself in the temple of his body.44

Towards the middle of the ninth century, the Byzantine monk Saint Joseph the Hymno-
grapher († 883) adopts the exclusively Mariological interpretation of the metaphors at
hand. In several hymns in honor of Mary, he praises her with multiple poetic expressions
analogous to the metaphorical figures mentioned above. Thus, in one of them he states
on the Virgin: “You have been made a temple and palace of the King, in which the super-
substantial Being, making it his abode, also converts the faithful into the domicile of the
Holy Trinity.”45

In another Marian poem, Joseph the Hymnographer expresses that the faithful recog-
nize Mary as “the urn and manna of divinity,” “the ark [of the Covenant] and the altar,”
“the candelabra and the throne of God,” and “the palace and the bridge that leads to
divine life those who sing songs to you.”46 In another ode, the Byzantine poet praises
the Virgin as the fiery throne that carries the Creator to the animated bridal bedchamber
and as the joyful palace that contains the King who became like us. In another canticle,
the Hymnographer exalts Mary because God made her the throne of fire and the living
palace of the King (Christ), who, after residing there, redeemed all human beings from
original sin.47 In another paragraph of this hymn, he assures that all nations praise the
Virgin, designating her as the golden urn, the candelabra, the table and the staff, the holy
mountain and the cloud, the King’s palace and the flaming throne, for being the mother of
God, who remained a virgin after childbirth.48

At the end of this tour of the main Greek-Eastern sources of Christian doctrine, we
find that for about seven hundred years (third-nineth centuries), all the Church Fathers an-
alyzed in this section manifest a substantial exegetical agreement on the biblical metaphors
above. Regardless of whether they emphasize the Mariological or the Christological
meanings, they all agree in defending that the various symbolic terms referred to—domus
Sapientiae, palatium Dei, aula regalis, domicilium Trinitatis, thronus deitatis, and other similar
metaphors—mean Mary’s virginal womb in which God the Son was supernaturally incar-
nated as a man, or they symbolize the body or human nature that God the Son assumed
from Mary’s virginal entrails. In any case, such symbolic expressions essentially allude to
two complementary dogmas: the first, that of the supernatural conception/incarnation of
God the Son in Mary’s virginal womb; the second, and because of the first, that of Mary’s
virginal divine motherhood. In this way, the interpretations of those Greek-Eastern Church
Fathers, who for so many centuries substantially agreed on the interpretive approach to
these metaphorical expressions, built a solid and unanimous doctrinal tradition on the
two dogmas above.
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Furthermore, those exegetical-dogmatic conclusions reached by the Greek-Eastern
Fathers analyzed here are the same ones offered by the Fathers and theologians of the Latin
Church during the long millennium that elapsed between the fourth and fifteenth centuries,
as we will see in the next Section 3.

3. The Metaphor domus Sapientiae According to Latin Church Fathers
and Theologians

In the second half of the fourth century, the prestigious master St. Ambrose, bishop
of Milan (c. 339/40–397), decisively welcomed both the Christological and Mariological
interpretations of the domus Sapientiae as a double, simultaneous symbol of Christ’s human
body and Mary’s virginal uterus. Initially, Ambrose exclusively privileged the Mariological
interpretation. He asserts in his treatise on virginity that, when the Word of God became
flesh and dwelt among us, he entered through the closed gate of Mary’s virginity and
dwelt in her as the King dwelling in the royal palace (aula regia) of Mary’s virginal womb.
According to the author, this royal palace is the Virgin Mary, since she is not subject to any
human male, but only to God.49

Furthermore, Ambrose retakes in his 63rd Epistle this Mariological projection, when
considering how great was the grace of Mary’s virginity, who merited to be elected by Jesus
Christ to become God’s bodily temple, in which divinity in full dwelt. That way the Virgin
became the Savior of the world, and at the same time, remaining a virgin, gave birth to the
life of every human being.50

Ambrose strengthens his Mariological interpretation in a couple of hymns in honor
of the Virgin. In the first one, he refers to Christ’s conception/birth from Mary’s uterus
through these poetic expressions:

The Giant of two twin substances,
Coming out from his conjugal bedroom,
The royal palace of chastity,
to run the road quickly.

Procedens de thalamo suo
Pudoris aula regia,
Geminae Gigas substantiae,
Alacris ut currat viam.51

In another Marian hymn, Ambrose alludes to Christ’s conception/birth from Mary’s
virginal uterus in this stanza:

The offspring of supreme light
Was born from the Virgin’s royal palace,
Husband, Redeemer, Founder,
Giant of his Church.

Genus superni luminis,
processit aula virginis,
Sponsus, redemptor, conditor,
Suae gigas Ecclesiae.52

Nevertheless, in a second instance, Ambrose plainly subscribes the double Mariologi-
cal and Christological interpretation of the analogous metaphors domus Sapientiae, templum
Dei, aula regia, and palatium. In his 30th Epistle, he states that when Christ decided to
find a temple where to live for redeeming humankind, he did not search stones or wood
worked with human hands, but instead chose the Virgin Mary’s uterus to build it as aula
regia and templum where the heavenly King could live, so that the human body generated
from Mary would become the temple of God, which would resurrect three days after
its death.53 Therefore, for St. Ambrose, these building metaphors—domus, palatium, aula,
templum—mean simultaneously Mary’s virginal womb and Christ’s human body.

Two or three decades after St. Ambrose expressed such concepts, St. Jerome of Stridon
(c. 347–420) subscribed to the Mariological variant, assuring in a comment to Isaiah that
the Lord of the virtues and King of glory will descend into a virginal womb and, as Ezekiel
predicted, will enter and exit through the eastern door, which is always closed. This stands
according to the announcement of Gabriel to Mary: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you
and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; so the holy one to be born will be
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called the Son of God” (Luke 1:35), and according to the sentence in Proverbs: “Wisdom has
built her house”.54

Around the same period in which St. Jerome did so, St. Maximus, bishop of Turin
(† c. 420), joined those who supported the Mariological interpretation of the biblical
metaphors under scrutiny, proclaiming Mary as a worthy abode for Christ, not according
to the laws of physical nature, but by the original grace of the Holy Spirit. The Virgin—the
author asserts—mysteriously carried, as in her womb’s tabernacle, the priest, Christ God,
priest and host, God of the resurrection, and priest of the oblation.55 A few lines later,
Maximus goes on to say that instead of the womb, he prefers to call Mary’s womb a temple
since it is the temple in which all the holy things existing in heaven (Christ) dwell more
valuable even than heaven, almost as if the divine mystery were installed in the most secret
tabernacle.56 Likewise, in his Treatise 5 against the Jews, Maximus insists on affirming that
Christ is the Word of God and the power and wisdom of God the Father, whom he sent to
save humankind.57

Not many years later, St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) opted for the Christological
interpretation of the metaphors above, considering that this domus Dei or domus Sapientiae
signifies the body or human nature of God the Son incarnate. Augustine interprets the
Proverbs’ sentence “Wisdom has built her house” in the sense that we recognize that the
divine Wisdom, that is, the Word of God, coeternal with the Father, built for herself in
Mary’s womb the temple of Christ’s body or human nature, a body to which he would
later unite the Church, as the members are united to the head.58

Perhaps by the same decades, Arnobius Junior († post 455), in a comment to the Psalms,
after affirming that every pure person will enter the Lord’s tabernacle and there will be
purified, assures that the immaculate Jesus, the only one who entered Mary’s virginal
palace (aula), freed her from the carnal stains and gave her much higher sanctification than
he received from her.59 In another dogmatic treatise, Arnobius assures that God, who made
the first man from the clay of the earth, manufactured by his omnipotence in the Virgin’s
womb a human body in which to dwell, according to what we read in Proverbs: “Wisdom
has built her house.”60

Towards the end of the fifth century or in the first decades of the sixth, St. Eleutherius
of Tournai (c. 456–531) says in a sermon on Christ’s incarnation that entering the Holy
Spirit in Mary’s royal palace of modesty (her womb) made her give birth to Christ, God the
Son made man. So, he would redeem the sins of all people by shedding his innocent blood
for humankind’s redemption, also making the invisible God appear visible before people
through his visible only-begotten Son made man.61

Around the same years, Saint Fulgentius of Ruspe (460–533), speaking in a book to
Thrasymond about the substantial union of Christ’s two natures, divine and human, writes:

For neither a part of him [God the Son] remained in the Father nor a part of him
descended to the Virgin, but he remained in the Father all that he was [God],
and [remained] in the Virgin in all that he was not [man]: filling everything and
containing the world, being a whole like God the Father, and building as a whole
a house for himself in the Virgin’s womb—for it is written: “Wisdom has built her
house” (Prov. IX,1)—, [Christ] is a whole in the everlasting Father, and a whole in
the received man [human nature], a whole in heaven, and a whole on earth.62

In other passages of this book, Fulgentius insists on the idea that, through God the
Father, God the Son, divine wisdom built for herself a house, that is, a human nature, in
the Virgin’s womb;63 and that Christ’s human body is designated by Holy Scripture as a
house, according to Proverbs, and as a temple, according to the Gospel of John.64
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About three generations later, St. Venantius Fortunatus, bishop of Poitiers
(c. 530–c. 607/609), praises the Virgin Mary in a poem through these metaphorical concepts:

Royal palace (aula) of God, ornament of
paradise, glory of the kingdom;
Shelter of life, bridge that penetrates
heaven.
Glowing ark and mighty scabbard of a
doubly sharp sword,
For the ascendant of God, high beacon of
light.

Aula Dei, ornatus paradisi, gloria regni;
hospitium vitae, pons penetrando polos.
Arca nitens et theca potens gladii bis acuti,
ara Dei adsurgens, luminis alta pharos.65

Approximately a generation later, Saint Isidore, bishop of Seville (c. 556/60–636),
assures that in Proverbs the double nature of God the Son, Christ, is prophesied: the divine
is prophesied when he says that “The abysses did not yet exist, and I had already been
conceived” and the human one is prophesied when he says that “Wisdom has built her
house,” which is the temple of her human body in which the Son of God would dwell
while the Word became flesh.66

Some decades later, St. Ildefonsus, archbishop of Toledo (607–667), in a book on Mary’s
virginity written against three infidels, criticizes Helvidius for daring to defame Mary’s
virginity in begetting Jesus.67 Moreover, he asks rhetorically Helvidius not to oppose this
majesty’s power, so as not to diminish God’s property with his reckless daring nor to
damage with his presumption the godhead’s mansion, and not to collapse the Lord’s house
with insults of corruption, and let it not pretend to affirm that the door of God’s house,
closed after He passed, can be passed through by anyone.68

Ildefonsus goes on to say that the God of virtues is the Lord of this possession, that
the King of Heaven is the owner of this property, and Almighty God is the builder of
this house, the only one who enters it, and the custodian of the door through which he
entered.69 The saint prelate of Toledo also emphasizes that, when entering this house (when
being conceived as a man), God the Son did not remove the seals of his mother’s virginity,
and when leaving it (at birth), he enriched Mary with integrity (perpetual virginity).70 In
another sermon on the Virgin’s assumption attributed to him,71 St. Ildefonsus describes
Mary as a “Good house” into which the Deity of the Word enters, sliding into the house in
which the wisdom of God, Christ, erected for himself seven columns, which sustain the
whole house, and that way He constructed the Church.72

Some three generations later, Bede the Venerable (c. 673–735) briefly takes up the
Proverbs sentence above to say that Christ, through his divine power, founded for himself a
human substance, which he assumed at birth from the Virgin Mary.73

Towards the middle of the ninth century, the Benedictine monk Ratramnus of Corbie
(c. 800–c. 870) states in a book on the Nativity of Jesus that Mary’s virginity before
childbirth, in childbirth, and after childbirth can be affirmed since “the royal palace of her
modesty” (the vulva) remained inviolate; therefore, when recognizing the truth of Christ’s
birth, we acknowledge the reality of the birth of his mother, Mary.74 Because—Ratramnus
asks rhetorically—what else does it mean that Mary is a virgin before childbirth but that
her virginity was fertilized? And what else does it mean that Mary is a virgin in childbirth
but that she gave birth being a virgin? And what else does it mean that Mary is a virgin
after childbirth, but that she kept her virginity perpetually?75

Some two centuries later, Bruno of Würzburg, also known as Bruno of Carinthia
(c. 1005–1045), cites the well-known sentence from Proverbs, asserting that God the Son was
born into this world from the substance of his mother as a complete man, with body and
soul, in everything like us, except in sin; and he was born of the substance of her mother, in
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every way equal to her human nature, for, according to the Proverbs saying above, Christ
built for himself the human flesh (body) of the blessed Mary.76

By these same decades, the Benedictine monk St. Peter Damian, bishop of Ostia
(1007–1072), sets in a sermon for the Nativity of Mary this assertion: as it was impossible
for the redemption of humanity if Christ had not been born of the Virgin, it was necessary
for the Virgin to be born, in whom the Word of God would be incarnated. Therefore,
it was convenient for the King of heaven to build a house first—as Solomon said when
pointing out that “Wisdom has built her house”—in which he wanted to have his lodging
when he descended to earth. Mary is a house that the eternal Wisdom, Christ, has built in
such a way that it was worthy to receive him and to procreate him from the womb of her
immaculate flesh.77

Later, in a series of lyrical poems in honor of the Virgin, Peter Damian reiterates some
similar ideas. Thus, in one of them, he exclaims:

Beautiful royal palace of the heavenly
King,
Supported by the seven columns of
wisdom:
You lock up in your belly
Whom the entire universe cannot contain.

Aula caelestis speciosa Regis,
Fulta septenis sophiae columnas:
Quem nequit totus cohibere mundus
Claudis in alvo.78

In a new Marian canticle, the Italian poet expresses:

Mary as the splendid honor of humankind,
the Throne of the Eternal King,
the House [built] by Wisdom
based on seven columns.

Maria, decus hominum,
Regis aeterni solium,
Septem columnis edita
Domus a Sapientia.79

In another ode, Peter Damian praises the Virgin in these metaphorical terms:

You are the closed door of the temple,
The Palace of the Supreme King:
The Treasury of wealth
For which we are redeemed.

Tu porta templi clausa,
Superni Regis aula:
Aerarium talenti,
Per quod sumus redempti.80

In the umpteenth poem, Peter Damian proclaims:

The whole Trinity, God the Father, the
Word, and the Holy Spirit,
Made in you its mansion and fixed its seat;
So now you offer yourself more
abondantly,
As a lesson for the devotion of the faithful.

Tecum tota Trinitas fecit mansionem,
Pater, Verbum, Spiritus fixit sessionem;
Propter quod nunc largius ad devotionem
Teipsam fidelibus praebes lectionem.81

In the same way, Peter Damian, in a sermon on the birth of Mary, reiterates that eternal
wisdom built in the Virgin a house that was worthy of receiving her and procreating her
as a man from her inviolate womb.82 In another writing, he insists on the idea that divine
wisdom built Mary as her own house, and she rested in her as in a most sacred bed through
the mystery of assumed humility.83

One generation later, the Italian Benedictine St. Anselm, bishop of Canterbury
(1033–1109), in a prayer in honor of the Virgin, addresses her in search of protection,
calling her “the Royal Palace of Universal Propitiation, the cause of general reconciliation,
a vessel, and the temple of life and salvation for all”.84 Then, after extolling Mary, calling
her “an admirable Lady for her unique virginity, kind for her healthy fertility, venerable
for her inestimable holiness,” he asserts that she showed God to the world, which did not
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know him; she made her Creator visible to the world, which did not see him; and she begot
and gave birth to the reconciler that sinners needed.85

In another sermon in honor of Mary, Anselm exclaims, “Oh, blessed Mother of God,
Virgin Mary, the temple of the living God, the palace of the eternal King, the tabernacle of
the Holy Spirit!”86 Then, in a series of hymns of a Psalter composed in honor of the Virgin,
Anselm repeatedly praises her with some poetic compliments related to God’s house, as
when saying:

Hail, mother of the advocate [Jesus],
Who, happy with his advice,
Left the royal palace of the virgin womb,
As if coming out of a bridal bedroom.

Ave, mater advocati,
Qui beatus consilio,
Aula ventris incorrupti
Processit ut ex thalamo.87

Some verses later, he insists, proclaiming:

Hail, singular Virgin,
Rewarding virginal palace,
In whose temple the Lord stands
Who is also based in heaven.

Ave, Virgo singularis,
Placens aula virginalis,
Cujus in templo Dominus
Et in coelo sedes ejus.88

After several stanzas, he goes on to assert:

Hail, the entrance of heaven,
Divine room
Of the one who is to us son,
Brother and redemption.

Ave, coeli introitus,
Divina habitatio,
Cujus est nobis filius
Et frater, et redemption.89

Shortly afterward, he stresses:

Hail, heavenly mansion,
Through whose temple,
We receive the incarnate
The mercy of God.

Ave, coelestis mansio,
De cujus templi medio,
Suscepimus incarnatam
Dei misericordiam.90

Around the same period, Saint Yvo, bishop of Chartres (1040–1115), adopted the idea
that Christ, the power and wisdom of God, built for himself a house in the Virgin Mary’s
womb.91 Some decades later, the Benedictine Rupert of Deutz (c. 1075–1129) reiterated in a
treatise on the Trinity the usual interpretation of the Proverbs statement above, asserting
that the Holy Spirit built wisely, decently adorned, and gloriously and happily dedicated
this house not made by human hands as the temple of the Lord (Christ): he built it in
the divine Word’s incarnation, he adorned it in his manifestation as a true man, and he
dedicated it in his sacrosanct resurrection.92 In another commentary on the prophet Joel,
Rupert of Deutz partially insists on similar concepts, stating that the “factory” of the body
of Christ is the house that wisdom built for her.93

Around the same years, the Benedictine abbot Geoffrey of Vendôme (c. 1070–1132),
in a sermon on the Nativity of Jesus, reiterates that the Virgin Mary, worthy of God, is
called “house of the Lord,” whose eastern door was always closed; and very accurately,
Mary is called by the name of the house, that is, the temple of God, because God himself
dwelt in her both for the sanctification of the Holy Spirit and for human conception.94

Therefore—the abbot of Vendôme goes on to say—preserving the property of his divine
nature, God the Son became flesh in the Virgin’s womb and, after becoming a true man in
body and soul, was born of a virgin mother, leaving for the temple’s eastern door, which
neither suffered in its integrity by him nor was opened by any other man.95

In another Marian sermon, Geoffrey of Vendôme confirms that God the Father sent
his Only-Begotten Son to the Virgin Mary so that he would become her son and husband at
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the same time.96 God the Father arranged it by his charity, God the Son perfected it by his
will, and the Holy Spirit prepared and decorated the nuptial bedroom, cleaning the womb
of the Virgin from all corruption of sin and filling it with multiple sanctities. Therefore,
God, who had previously created all things, created in Mary his royal palace.97

A couple of decades later St. Bernard, abbot of Clairvaux (1090–1153), joined the legion
of theologians who interpreted the Proverbs sentence above according to the Mariological
and Christological projections already explained. Thus, in a sermon in praise of the Virgin
Mary, Bernard says that dwelling in Mary was a good pleasure from God when the wisdom
of God built her house from the unpolluted substance of her flesh.98 In another sermon on
the Annunciation, Saint Bernard assures that, according to Proverbs, divine wisdom built
her house in the Virgin Mary, and she (Wisdom) prepared for herself a throne in her and
from her (Mary), and she (Wisdom) adapted for her a perfect and convenient body in her
and from her (Mary), so that this house would serve her (Wisdom) to rest, and this throne
would serve her to judge, so that it would serve her as a tabernacle to fight and as a chair
to teach.99

Some years later, canon Gerhoh of Reichersberg (1093–1169), in a commentary on
Psalms, rhetorically putting himself in the role of God the Son, affirms that He is the eternal
wisdom of God, in which eternal and paternal omnipotence is combined with his kindness,
which is the Holy Spirit.100 So the temple of the body of God the Son is the temple of the
entire Trinity, for, as the Gospel of John says, whoever sees me also sees the Father, and
in the same way sees the Holy Spirit. Gerhoh goes on to express that, although divine
wisdom built a house not made with human hands only for herself, and not for the Father
or the Holy Spirit, since only divine wisdom was incarnated, however, as we believe that
eternal power (God the Father) and eternal goodness (the Holy Spirit) are consubstantial
with divine wisdom (God the Son), that is why the divine Word inhabits the temple of his
human body through his incarnation, while God the Father and the Holy Spirit dwell in
him through their full godhead.101

In parallel, canon Garnerius of St. Victor († 1170) states that the house built by wisdom
for herself, according to Proverbs, designates the body of Christ. For wisdom built her house
when the only begotten Son of God created for himself a human body through the soul in
the womb of the Virgin Mary; therefore, the body of the only begotten is called the house
and temple of God, but in such a way that it is the one and only and the same Son of God
and man who dwells and is dwelt in that house.102

Several years later, the Premonstratensian canon Philip of Harveng (1110–1183) ensures
that, in the incarnation of God the Son, there is no contradiction between the action of the
divine Word and that of the Holy Spirit, since Proverbs affirms that wisdom has built her
house, that is, God the Son built his house, and the Gospel of Matthew says that what was
born in Mary comes from the Holy Spirit. Around those same years, Peter of Celle, bishop
of Chartres (c. 1115–1183), states in a sermon on Advent that Mary is “the palace built with
wonderful efforts, but enriched with incomparable treasures, enriched only for God and
for God the Son.”103

A couple of decades later, the diplomat and poet Peter of Blois (c. 1135–c. 1203) states
in a sermon on Mary’s birth that for her strength she is the city founded by the Most High;
for the integrity of her virginity, she is the closed garden, the sealed fountain, the closed
door, the uncut [cedar of] Lebanon; for her holiness, she is the temple of God, the door
of the sanctuary, the ark of God, the tabernacle of the Holy Spirit; for her glory, she is the
King’s palace, the cell of scents, the source of the orchards, the paradise of delights.104

A few lines later, Peter of Blois goes on to say that the wisdom of which we speak when
we say that “Wisdom has built her house” is Christ, power, and wisdom of God, because
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Christ chose the womb of Mary as his shelter, and she, Mary, is “the house of the modest
breast,” “the house of God and the door of heaven”.105

A generation later, the Cistercian poet Helinand of Froidmont (c. 1150–c. 1229/37)
interpreted the Proverbs sentence above with the usual Mariological and Christological
projections. Thus, in a Palm Day sermon, he states that Christ, conceived of the Holy Spirit
and Mary, came into an undefiled body in which wisdom built a house for herself.106 In
addition, in another homily on the assumption Helinand says that Mary was predestined
from eternity to be the wife of God the Father and to have a son with him, and thus to be
the mother of God the Son, the tabernacle of the Holy Spirit, the temple of all the Trinity
and Wisdom’s own house, according to Proverbs saying “Wisdom has built her house.”107

About half a century later, the prestigious Franciscan master St. Bonaventure of
Bagnoregio (c. 1217/21–1274), known as the Seraphic Doctor, assures in a sermon on the
assumption that the entire divine Trinity, with favorable influence, with great joy, and
with the glory of divinity, knew Mary (in the sense of maintaining a symbolic marital
relationship with her) as a wife of chaste love, a palace of holy cohabitation, and a factory
of admirable operation, for which we must explicitly say that God the Father knew the
blessed Mary as the house of his royal majesty.108

At the conclusion of this exploration of the main doctrinal sources of the Greek-Eastern
and Latin Churches, we remark that for more than a millennium (third–13th centuries),
all the Eastern and Western Fathers and theologians analyzed in this article manifest
a substantial exegetical agreement on the domus Sapientiae metaphor and other similar
metaphorical expressions, such as templum Dei or aula regis.

Now, regardless of whether one or another of the masters studied here emphasizes
the Mariological or Christological sense separately, or both at the same time, they all agree
in defending that the various symbolic terms referred to—domus Sapientiae, templum Dei,
aula regalis, domicilium Trinitatis, thronus deitatis, and other analogous metaphors—signify
Mary’s virginal womb in which God the Son was supernaturally incarnated as a man,
or they symbolize the body or human nature that God the Son assumed from Mary’s
virginal entrails.

In any case, for all those Fathers and theologians, such symbolic expressions essentially
allude to two complementary dogmas: first, that of God the Son’s supernatural human
conception/incarnation in the Virgin Mary’s womb; second, and because of the first, that of
Mary’s virginal divine motherhood. In this way, the interpretations of those Greek-Eastern
and Latin Fathers and theologians, who for eleven centuries substantially agreed on the
interpretative approach to these metaphorical expressions, built a unanimous doctrinal
tradition on the two dogmas mentioned above.

As we will see in the following Section 4, this doctrinal tradition will inspire numerous
medieval hymnographers, who throughout the Middle Ages will produce countless poems
and liturgical hymns, many of whose stanzas will lyrically take up the metaphors above.

4. The domus Sapientiae Metaphor and Other Similar Symbolic Figures
in Medieval Latin Liturgical Hymns

Logically, among the liturgical hymns we have analyzed in this article, we will present
here only the stanzas that allude to the biblical metaphors under analysis. To better
gauge the evolution of the hymnographers’ exegeses on the matter, we will present these
fragments of hymns in strict chronological order, grouping them by century.

4.1. Tenth-Century Hymns

From this century we have documented on the topic only Hymnus 575. De sancta Maria.
hymni. Ad tertiam, that imprecates the saving mediation of Mary, mother of the Supreme
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Judge, with this stanza:

Mary, beauty of men.
throne of the eternal king
house built by Wisdom
with seven columns;
Recommend us with your supplicating
prayer to the Judge who will come,
concentrated on your praises
so that he appears benign and placid.

Maria, decus hominum
regis aeterni solium,
septem columnis
edita domus a sapientia;
Tu nos venturo judici
commenda prece supplici,
tuis intentos laudibus
mitis cernat ac placidus.109

4.2. Eleventh-Century Hymns

From the 11th century, we have registered only these two hymns:
Hymnus 68. In Assumptione Beatae Mariae Virginis, it proclaims the merciful mediation

of the mother of Christ with these lyrical praises:

2a. Seat of Wisdom,
Path of penance,
house of chastity
Relief and comfort
For the miserable
and medicine for sad, help
for the repentant fallen

2a. Sedes sapientiae,
Via poenitentiae,
Domus pudicitiae,
Relevamen et solamen
Miseris et tristibus,
Medicamen, adjuvamen
Lapsis poenitentibus.110

Some stanzas later, Hymnus 68 continues its applause in those terms:

10a. Origin of clemency
Title of prudence.
10b. mirror of justice
[Seat of wisdom].
11a. Source of abundant virtue,
sweet and kind
11b. For whom the gate of glory
Should have been opened.

10a. Origo clementiae,
Titulus prudentiae,
10b. Speculum justitiae,
[Sedes sapientiae].
11a. Fons virtutis nimiae,
Dulcis et diligenda,
11b. Per quam porta gloriae
Fuit aperienda.111

Hymnus 16. In Nativitate Beatae Mariae Virginis. Ad Vesperas, from around the 11th
century, refers to God the Son’s virginal human conception/incarnation in Mary’s womb
in this stanza:

Wisdom has built
A virginal house for herself.
Christ, the supreme cleansing,
Being clean dwells with her who is clean.

Domum sibi virgineam
Construxit sapientia.
Mundam quam mundus habitat,
Christus, summa munditia.112

4.3. Twelfth-Century Hymns

From the twelfth century, we have found those three hymns:
Hymnus 143. De beata Maria Virgine exalts the mother of Christ with these

symbolic figures:

Nourishing mother of the Word of God,
Virgin full of grace
King’s palace, sanctuary of the kings.
That adorns the palaces.

Verbi Dei parens alma,
Virgo plena gratia,
Aula regis, sancta regum
Adornans palatia.113
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Hymnus 504. Psalterium Mariae sings Mary’s virginal divine motherhood in
these verses:

Hail, house closed to men,
open to God in a wonderful way,
the holiness and length of the days
are convenient for you.

Ave domus clausa viro,
Deo patens modo miro,
te dierum sanctitudo
decet atque longitudo.114

Hymnus 90. Jubilus de singulis membris Beatae Mariae Virginis, from around the 12th
century, proclaims the Virgin Mary as mother of Christ, God, and man through these
biblical figures:

Hail, virginal bridal bed
fiery and royal chamber,
Throne of Wisdom
Solomon’s blooming bed
Gideon’s wet fleece
bed of justice,
which Christ
left temporarily
like a husband covered with flesh and
hidden,
taking what he was not,
always remaining and preserving
what he was eternally.

Salve, thorus virginalis,
Cella flagrans et regalis,
Thronus sapientiae,
Lectus florens Salomonis,
Vellus madens Gedeonis,
Thalamus justitiae,
De quo Christus tamquam sponsus
Carne tectus et absconsus
Processit temporaliter,
Sumens illud, quod non erat,
Manens semper perseverat,
Quod fuit aeternaliter.115

4.4. Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century Hymns

Dated between the 12th and 13th centuries, Hymnus 498. Oratio super Ave maris stella
implores the saving protection of God the Son’s virginal mother through these rhymes:

Always make us blameless
and secured,
imbued with faith and hope,
give us charity,
you who are not deceived by guilt,
daughter of the supreme King,
immaculate mother
defend us,
free us from sins,
you who are beautiful enough,
Trinity’s Palace
like there is no other greater.

Nos culpis solutos
semper fac et tutos,
fide, spe, imbutos,
caritatem da,
culpis non fraudata,
summi regis nata,
mater illibata,
tu pro nobis sta,
solutos peccatis
fac nos pulchra satis,
aula trinitatis
nulla major qua.116

4.5. Thirteenth-Century Hymns

From the 13th century, we have documented these two hymns:
Hymnus 151. De beata Maria Virgine compliments the mother of God, exalting her

virginal womb with these biblical symbolic figures:

6a. Your belly, oh maiden
Is a conjugal thalamus, a palace,
6b. A throne hall, a temple, a cell
A city, a tabernacle.

6a. Venter tuus, o puella,
Thalamus, palatium,
6b. Aula, domus, templum, cella
Civitas, sacrarium.117
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Hymnus 358. De S. Maria suggests the human conception of God the Son in the virginal
womb of Mary with those lyrical metaphors:

The king enters the palace
From the sacred mansion,
The door is firmly closed.
With the key of Solomon.

Aulam rex ingreditur
Sacrae mansionis,
Porta firma clauditur
Clave Salomonis.118

4.6. Fourteenth-Century Hymns

From the 14th century, we have documented these eight hymns:
Hymnus 472. [De gloriosa Virgine Maria] ad nonam requests the Virgin Mary’s saving

intercession with several metaphors related to grandiose constructions, expressing:

Rejoice, marble temple
and city of the solstice
crystal castle of the sun
who does not know the twilight of the sun:
make us a temple of chastity
in which the throne of God is present,
turn us into a castle of purity
in which the solstice occurs.

Gaude templum marmoreum
et civitas solstitii,
castellum solis vitreum,
solis occasus nescii:
fac nos templum castitatis,
in quo sit Dei solium,
fac castellum puritatis,
in quo fiat solstitium.119

Hymnus 469. [De gloriosa Virgine Maria] ad primam applauds Mary as the house of God
in these verses:

Rejoice, dawn of the world,
house of the new dawn,
from which came the light of light
and appeared in the world.

Gaude aurora saeculi,
domus novi diluculi,
de qua lux lucis prodiit
et in mundo apparuit.120

Hymnus 14. De conceptione BMV. In 2 Nocturno. Responsoria proclaims the virginal
divine motherhood of Mary, equated to the abode and temple of God in this stanza:

The House of the chaste breast
Is now built as the temple of God,
which does not get infected from the
outside
not even inside it;
Well, its supreme builder
Does not do anything about it
Since he is the creator of virtues.
without having vices.

Domus pudici pectoris
Templum Dei nunc struitur,
Quae nulla labe deforis
Aut intra se inficitur;
Nam summus ejus artifex
Nil agit in materia,
Cum sit virtutum opifex
Non habens in se vitia.121

Hymnus 14. De conceptione BMV. In 3 Nocturno. Ad laudes. Antiphonae expresses the
virginal divine motherhood of Mary, designating her as the impeccable house of God, in
these rhymes:

Holiness agreed
To your house, Lord,
Which you deserved to favor
All along the days,
In the sense that from its origin
She was not subjected to any sin.

Hanc domum tuam, Domine,
Quae te fovere meruit
Dierum longitudine,
Hanc sanctitudo decuit,
Quod ejus ab origine
Nullo peccato subfuit.122
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Hymnus 69. De beata Maria Virgine proclaims Mary’s virginal divine motherhood,
calling her the impeccable throne of Wisdom in these stanzas:

6a. Wisdom, which by a septiform gift
Made you a throne for herself,
Did not sculpt any
equal or as good.
6b. In you the candor of chastity stands,
In you the brilliance of clarity,
The throne of the supreme majesty
Is made of this matter.

6a. Qui per septiforme donum
Sibi fecit ex te thronum,
Nullum tale vel tam bonum
Sculpsit sapientia.
6b. In te candor castitatis,
In te fulgor claritatis,
Thronus summae majestatis
Ex hac fit materia.123

Hymnus 491. De beata Maria Virgine proclaims the dignity of the Virgin, assimilating
her to the throne and palace of God in these verses:

Supreme King’s Palace,
Emperor’s Throne,
Husband’s Kneeler,
You are the wife of the Creator.

Summi regis palatium,
Thronus imperatoris,
Sponsi reclinatorium,
Tu sponsa creatoris”.124

Hymnus 504. Psalterium Mariae proclaims the Virgin as the sublime seat of the Lord of
the universe through these concise rhymes:

Hail, Virgin, high seat
Of the supreme King of the supreme law,
In which the Governor of the universe
Sits as Emperor of kings.

Ave, virgo, summae legis
Sedes alta summi regis,
In qua rerum gobernator,
Regum sedet imperator.125

Hymnus 596. Laudes Mariae, from around the 14th century, honors Mary as the impec-
cable house of God in these short verses:

Beautiful wife,
Rose without thorn,
House of the Savior.

Sponsa speciosa,
sine spina rosa,
domus salvatoris.126

4.7. Fourteenth- and Fifteenth-Century Hymns

From some imprecise date between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, we have
found these two hymns:

Hymnus 52. Salutationes Beatae Mariae Virginis sings the sublimity of the mother of God
the Son, whom it designates as the precious receptacle of divine Wisdom, through these
rhymes:

Hail, vessel of our salvation.
True ark, vessel of virtue,
Vessel of heavenly grace;
Vessel smoothed with the greatest care,
Decently crafted vessel
By the hand of Wisdom.

Salve, nostri vas salutis,
Arca vere, vas virtutis,
Vas coelestis gratiae;
Vas ad unguem levigatum,
Vas decenter fabricatum
Manu sapientiae.127

A few stanzas later Hymnus 52 develops analogous concepts, assimilating Mary to the
house built by wisdom for herself, expressing:
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Hail manufactured house
And decently compacted
by the hand of Wisdom,
who built it for herself
And she strengthened it with pillars.
Of septiform grace.

Salve, domus fabrefacta
Atque decenter compacta
Manu sapientiae,
Sibi quam aedificavit
Et columnis roboravit
Septiformis gratiae.128

Hymnus 75. In Annuntiatione Beatae Mariae Virginis, it proclaims Mary as the one chosen
by divine wisdom to be her property in this stanza:

The Wisdom of God
Chose you above all others,
So that you would be her property
her wife, her mother and her daughter.

Te Dei sapientia
Elegit super omnia,
Ut esses sibi propria
Sponsa, mater et filia.129

4.8. Fifteenth-Century Hymns

From the 15th century we have recorded these twenty-four hymns, twelve of which
were written by the famous German hymnographer Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach, abbot
of Wessobrunn.

Hymnus 369. De Maria matre Domini exalts the mother of God, designating her as the
palace of wisdom, in this stanza:

Beautiful palace of the King of heaven
supported with seven columns of Wisdom,
you lock in your belly
whom the whole world cannot contain.

Aula coelestis speciosa regis,
fulta septenis sophiae columnis,
Quem nequit totus cohibere mundus
claudis in alvo.130

Hymnus 342. De praesentatione beatae Mariae, ad vesperas. Hymnus proclaims Christ the
Savior as the divine wisdom coming from the house of Mary’s womb, expressing:

Oh Wisdom of God
That reachs all things with strength,
you got up gently
the vices of fallen man.
You assumed the form of a man
in which you would accept death
being born from the womb of a virgin
so as not to be a consort of guilt.

O Dei sapientia,
attingens cuncta fortiter,
humani lapsus vitia
sublevasti suaviter.
Sumpsisti formam hominis,
in qua mortem susciperes,
ex alvo nascens virginis,
ne consors culpae fieres.131

Hymnus 563. Ad beatam Virginem Mariam implores the saving protection of the mother
of God, designating her as his palace, in these rhymes:

Oh, you, singular Virgin,
Palace of Christ, star of the sea,
That are called Θεoτóκoς,
Take pity on me now.

O tu virgo singularis,
aula Christi, stella maris,
quae Θεoτóκoς vocaris,
mihi jam compatiaris.132

Hymnus 598. Laudes Mariae Virginis sings the greatness of the Redeemer’s caring
mother, identifying her as his palace and other symbolic figures, in these verses:
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Oh, how holy, how benign
The mother of the Savior shines
Venerable above all!
Virgin worthy of all praise,
Noah’s ark, Jacob’s ladder,
Chastity cup,
Palace of the Redeemer,
Source of all sweetness,
Joy of the angels,
Who breastfeed the Son of God,
The King of the universe.

O quam sancta, quam benigna
super omnes venerabilis,
fulget mater salvatoris!
laude plena virgo digna,
archa Noe, Jacob scala,
vasculum pudoris,
aula redemptoris,
totius fons dulcoris.
angelorum gaudium,
lactans Dei filium,
regem omnium.133

Hymnus 51. De Nominibus Beatae Mariae Virginis exalts the Virgin as the seat of divine
wisdom in these rhymes:

Mother of mercy,
Path and vein of forgiveness,
Foundation of the Church,
And seat of Wisdom
And form of holiness.

Mater misericordiae,
Via et vena veniae,
Fundamentum ecclesiae
Sedesque sapientiae
Formaque sanctimoniae.134

Hymnus 94. Acrostichon super “Ave Maria” proclaims Mary as the virginal mother of
God, calling her the exclusive abode of divine Wisdom, in these verses:

You are the door that closes
And doesn’t know openings,
Of which the prophet speaks,
Not passable by any man,
By which the Wisdom of God
Comes in and goes out,
Without breaking it when leaving,
All violence away.

Tu es porta, quae clauditur
Apertionis nescia,
De qua propheta loquitur,
Homini nulli pervia,
Qua Dei sapientia
Ingreditur, egreditur,
Semota violentia
Per egressum non frangit.135

Hymnus 108. Ad Beatam Mariam Virginem honors the immaculate mother of God,
highlighting the fact that she was built by divine Wisdom, stating:

Hail, Fountain of mercy,
fertilized virgin,
built by order
of the supreme Wisdom,
root of modesty
never contaminated,
rejoice, blessed Queen
full of grace.

Ave, fons clementiae,
Virgo fecundata,
Summae sapientiae
Nutu fabricata,
Radix pudicitiae
Nunquam inquinata,
Gaude, plena gratiae
Regina beata.136

In almost the same terms as the latter hymn, Hymnus 109. Ad Beatam Mariam Virginem
expresses these concepts:
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Hail, light of grace,
fertilized virgin
Built by order
of the supreme Wisdom,
root of Wisdom
never contaminated,
blessed Queen
source of mercy.

Ave, lumen gratiae,
Virgo fecundata,
Summae sapientiae
Nutu fabricata,
Radix sapientiae
Nunquam inquinata,
Fons misericordiae,
Regina beata.137

Hymnus 110. Ad Beatam Mariam Virginem refers to the Virgin Mother of God through
various metaphors alluding to abodes and containers, indicating:

Mansion of the Father’s Word,
Beautiful vase provided
[Holy] Spirit’s Palace,
simple triclinium
Of the three [divine] Persons.

Verbi Patris atrium,
Vas provisum carum,
Pneumatis palatium,
Trium personarum
Simplex hoc triclinium.138

Hymnus 140. De beata Maria Virgine implores the protection of Mary, recognizing her
as the mother of divine Wisdom, in these terms:

4a. Hail, Virgin, Star of the sea,
Mother of Wisdom,
4b. Hear, singular Virgin,
Our prayers today.

4a. Ave virgo stella maris,
Mater sapientiae,
4b. Audi, virgo singularis.
Preces nostras hodie.139

Hymnus 113. De Beata Maria Virgine greets the patron mother of the Savior with several
metaphorical figures, including the seat of Wisdom, through these rhymes:

Hail, vessel of clemency,
Deposit of grace,
Harbor of true indulgence
Medicine.
Root of innocence,
Morning Star,
Seat of Wisdom,
Queen of Heaven.

Ave, vas clementiae,
Gratiae piscina,
Verae indulgentiae
Portus, medicina,
Radix innocentiae,
Stella matutina,
Sedes sapientiae,
Coelica regina.140

Hymnus 78. De beata Maria Virgine glorifies Mary as the beneficent mother of divine
Wisdom in these stanzas:

2a. Hail, healthy salvation,
With a greeting you are pregnant
By the Word of Wisdom.
2b. Hail, the only one who stops the Sun,
And in childbirth you are not deflowered
in the flower of virginity.

2a. Salve, salus salutaris,
Salutando gravidaris
Verbo sapientiae,
2b. Salve, sola solem paris,
Nec in partu defloraris
Flore pudicitiae.141

The German hymnographer Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach, abbot of Wessobrunn from
1438 until 1443, presents these twelve brilliant hymns on the topic at hand:

In Hymnus 21, “O pulcherrima mulierum” he celebrates the Virgin Mary for the sublim-
ity of her virtues, designating her with several poetic figures, among them the house of
Wisdom, by pointing out:
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3. Hail, source of joy,
Flower of virginity,
Fountain of mercy,
Light of truth,
House of Wisdom,
Seat of honesty,
Port of indulgence,
Form of holiness.
4. Hail, light of grace,
Very pleasing to God,
Built by order
Of the supreme Wisdom,
Root of chastity,
Never contaminated,
Help [us] prepared
For human misery.

3. Ave, fons laetitiae,
Flos virginitatis,
Fons misericordiae,
Lumen veritatis,
Domus sapientiae,
Sedes honestatis,
Portus indulgentiae,
Forma sanctitatis.
4. Ave, lumen gratiae,
Deo valde grata,
Summae sapientiae
Nutu fabricata,
Radix pudicitiae
Nunquam inquinata,
Humanae miseriae
Succurre parata.142

Several stanzas later in this Hymnus 21. “O pulcherrima mulierum” the poet develops
similar concepts in these rhymes:

Hail, flower of cleansing,
Clean from frost,
temperance myrtle,
Medicine of the sick,
With the gift of Wisdom
Give the medicine
To my wounded mind.

Ave, flos munditiae,
Mundus a pruina,
Myrthus temperantiae,
Aegri medicina,
Dono sapientiae
Menti meae sauciae
Medelam propina.143

In Hymnus 24. Centinomium Beatae Virginis. Primae partis. In Caput quartum, Ulrich
Stöcklins von Rottach praises the Virgin as the incomparable house of gold prepared by the
Creator, formulating:

O house of gold
that the heavenly painter
Painted subtly
With all the virtues,
So that in the world
There is no one similar to you
Not even among the angels
nor among men.

O domus aurea,
quam pictor coelitus
Cunctis subtiliter
pinxit virtutibus,
Ut nec in angelis
nec in hominibus
Tibi sit similis
in mundi partibus.144

A few stanzas later in the fourth chapter of the first part of this Centinomium Beatae
Virginis, the Wessobrunn hymnographer asks for the saving protection of the mother of
divine wisdom in this stanza:

You are the vessel of honor
And Wisdom,
Honor and rule
Of all justice,
Repair me with mercy,
By the gifts of grace, to me,
who am a vessel of wrath
And outrage.

Tu vas honoris es
ac sapientiae,
Decus et regula
omnis justitiae,
Me irae vasculum
et contumeliae
Clementer repara
per dona gratiae.145
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Then, in the fifth chapter of the first part of this Centinomium Beatae Virginis, Ul-
rich Stöcklins von Rottach requests the protective aid of the mother of divine wisdom in
this stanza:

Oh, land watered
By the showers of grace,
from which the flower of Wisdom,
was born,
Grant that for her virtues
Of fragrancy
I would head innocently
To the paths of justice.

O terra pluviis
compluta gratiae,
Ex qua ortus est
flos sapientiae,
Cujus virtutibus
da odorantiae,
Insonter semitas
pergam justitiae.146

Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach, in section I of the first part for Matins of Hymnus 25.
Laudatorium Beatae Mariae Virginis, requests the saving patronage of Mary, whom he desig-
nates with lyrical metaphors, among them the house of the divine Trinity, by expressing:

Hail, oh fig tree
That points out the summer,
When you circle God the Father’s Word
With the purple mantle of flesh,
Oh ivory house
Of the holy Trinity,
Take me to the celestial spring
With the blessed.

Ave, o ficulnea
Signum dans aestatis,
Cum circumdas trabea
Carnis verbum patris,
O domus eburnea
Sanctae trinitatis,
Ad verna aetherea
Duc me cum beatis.147

In section III of this first part for Matins of this Laudatorium Beatae Mariae Virginis, the
hymnographer of Wessobrunn congratulates the merciful mother of divine Wisdom in
these elaborate rhymes:

Rejoice, you who became
The joy of angels
When you begot
To the Wisdom of God,
So you paid back
Forgiveness for the sinner,
Consolation for the sad,
Glory to the Trinity.
[. . .]
Rejoice, pious mother
Of the Wisdom of God
And abundant dispenser
Of heavenly grace,
Help the holy Church
In everything,
and resolve
All my miseries.

Gaude, quae laetitiam
Angelis fecisti,
Quando sapientiam
Dei genuisti,
Peccatori veniam,
Consolamen tristi,
Trinitati gloriam
tunc retribuisti.
[. . .]
Gaude, sapientiae
Dei pia nutrix,
Ac coelestis gratiae
Larga distributrix,
Sanctae sis ecclesiae
In cunctis adjutrix,
Meaeque miseriae
Totius solutrix.148

In the fourth part for Tertias of this Laudatorium Beatae Mariae Virginis, Ulrich Stöcklins
von Rottach requests the help of the Virgin, whom he recognizes as filled with divine
wisdom in these verses:

210



Religions 2025, 16, 289

Hail, vessel of mercy,
Hail, mother of dew,
Full of Wisdom
And of the love of God,
Take away from me the virus
Of malice and malevolence,
Constricting us with ties
Of true friendship.

Ave, vas clementiae,
Ave mater roris,
Plena sapientiae
Deique amoris,
Auferas malitiae
Virus et livoris,
Verae amicitiae
Nos constringens loris.149

In the sixth part of that extensive Laudatorium Beatae Mariae Virginis, Ulrich Stöcklins
von Rottach asks for the saving protection of Mary, designating her as the house of wisdom
and grace, expressing:

Rejoice, house of grace
And of satiety,
House of Wisdom
And kindness,
Give to the troubled
children of the Church
the gift of joy
and prosperity.

Gaude, domus gratiae
Ac satietatis,
Domus sapientiae
Ac benignitatis,
Filiis ecclesiae
Modo tribulatis
Donum des laetitiae
Et prosperitatis.150

In Hymnus 42. Abecedarius 2, Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach invokes the regenerating
protection of Mary, whom he designates as the seat of wisdom in this stanza:

Sapphire seat
Of the supreme Wisdom,
So that she resides in it
During her childhood
Like in her factory,
Join us to grace
[we are] Stained with scab
or the dregs of guilt.

Summae sapientiae
Sedes saphyrina,
Tempore infantiae
Ut in officina
Qua resedit, gratiae
Suae nos combina,
Sordidatos scabie
Culpae vel sentina.151

In Hymnus 48. Rosarium I, IV, Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach demands the redemptive
intercession of the Virgin, whom he calls the mother of divine wisdom in this stanza:

Hail, Virgin, Gate of Heaven,
Gate of Wisdom,
through which salvation came
For the children of the Church,
Grant the gift of forgiveness
To those who praise you.

Ave, virgo, coeli porta,
Porta Sapientiae,
Per quam salus est exorta
Filiis ecclesiae,
Te laudantibus reporta
Donum indulgentiae.152

In the third block of Hymnus 50. Rosarium III, III, Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach requests
the help of Mary, whom he recognizes as the mother of Wisdom, by stating:

Hear us, those of us who hail you with joy:
The Supreme Wisdom
Was born of you mercifully.
Grant us to live
Quietly and in the homeland.

Audi nos clamantes laete:
Nata est clementer de te
Summa sapientia.
Da, vivamus in quiete
Modo et in patria.153

In the fourth block of this Rosarium III, Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach praises Mary for
being the virginal mother of wisdom, by proclaiming:
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Well!, mother of Jesus Christ,
Mother, I say, of grace
Since you conceived virginally
To the fountain of Wisdom,
And yet you remained a virgin
Lacking the corruption of the flesh.

Euge, mater Jesu Christi,
Mater inquam gratiae,
Namque caste concepisti
Fontem sapientiae,
Tamen virgo permansisti
Carnis carens carie.154

In Hymnus 52. Rosarium 2, I Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach extols Mary for being the
spotless house built by wisdom for herself in these rhymes:

The Wisdom, which preserved you
Of Adam’s injustice
And sanctified you that way
In grace,
Prepared for herself
A house,
that lived
In her childhood [during her pregnancy].

Qui ab injustitia
Adae te servavit
Et ita in gratia
te sanctificavit.
Domum sapientia
sibi se paravit,
Sua in infantia
quam inhabitavit.155

Finally, in Hymnus 14. Super Ave Maria, Ulrich Stöcklins von Rottach glorifies Mary be-
cause her womb was the throne on which the new wise Solomon (Christ) sat in these verses:

The ivory throne of the womb,
Ornamented with these [precious] stones,
Became the seat of Solomon,
Who he is the true peaceful
And also magnificent God,
And [became] the return of the fugitive.

Ventris thronus eburneus,
Ornatus his lapidibus
Fit Salomonis sessio,
Qui est verus pacificus
Nec non Deus magnificus,
Ac profugi regressio.156

At the conclusion of this partial exploration of the texts of the Church Fathers, the-
ologians, and medieval liturgical hymnographers, one remark emerges: all these authors
interpreted the biblical metaphor “Wisdom has built her house” through the Mariological
and/or Christological meanings already explained about God the Son’s human concep-
tion/incarnation in Mary’s virginal womb. That is why this biblical metaphor and its
patristic, theological, and liturgical interpretations acquire an undeniable essentiality in
Christian doctrine. Therefore, it is strange that almost no modern author of Mariology
books (De Fiores 1992; Forte 1993; Bastero de Eleizalde 1995; de La Potterie 1995; Fernández
1999; Stock 1999; Ponce Cuéllar 2001; Pozo 2005; Cerbelaud 2005; de La Soujeole 2007;
Scheffczyk 2010; Calero de los Ríos 2010; Casás Otero 2015; García Paredes 2015; Bonarrigo
2018; Hauke 2021) mentions—fewer explain—this crucial topic. The only one who exten-
sively echoes this Marian symbol is Ángel Castaño Félix (2019), with his homonymous
monograph María “Sedes Sapientiae”. Mariología.

5. The domus Sapientiae in Some Images of the Annunciation from the
Fifteenth Century

We have confirmed the unanimity with which Eastern and Western Fathers, theolo-
gians, and liturgical hymnographers interpreted for more than a millennium the Proverbs
sentence “Wisdom has built her house” with Mariological and/or Christological projection.
According to them, this house built by divine wisdom is the womb of Mary that God
the Son chose to be conceived and reside there during the nine months of gestation, or,
alternatively, it is the human body (or nature) of Christ in which God the Son “housed”
(substantially united) his divine nature.
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Now, the Annunciation of the angel to Mary is the event in which God the Son’s human
conception/incarnation takes place at the very moment in which the Virgin unconditionally
accepts God the Father’s plan to make her the virginal mother of his divine Son. Therefore, it
is not surprising that it is in images of the Annunciation where the biblical textual metaphor
“Wisdom has built her house” could be most pertinently visually metaphorized. In this
sense, among the numerous artistic representations of the Annunciation in which Mary’s
house is shaped as a palace to symbolize the Mariological and Christological meanings
already explained,157 we have selected the following eight Italian Renaissance paintings of
the Annunciation.

Fra Filippo Lippi (1406–1489) in L’Annunciazione delle Murate, c. 1443–1450
(Figure 1)158—so called because it was painted for the Suore Murate convent in

Florence—, depicts the Virgin’s abode as a luxurious marble palace of Renaissance style.
Inside this royal building, the archangel Gabriel, holding a huge lily stem—whose dog-
matic symbolism we have explained elsewhere (Salvador-González 2013, pp. 183–222;
2016a, pp. 117–44)—, kneels before Mary while a second angel stands on the left carrying
another lily stem. Standing in front of Gabriel, the Virgin, astonished by the celestial
messenger’s unexpected arrival, seems to have suddenly risen from the prie-dieu where
she was praying with the prayer book open over the armrest. In the upper left corner of the
painting, God the Father radiates with his open hands toward the Virgin the fertilizing rays
of light, symbolizing of God the Son (Salvador-González 2022, pp. 39–85), carrying in his
wake the dove of the Holy Spirit to signify the immediate conception/incarnation of God
the Son in Mary’s virginal womb. Thus, the divine plan, verbalized by Gabriel through his
announcement “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you”, becomes real at the very moment that Mary accepts the divine design
unconditionally as the humble “slave of the Lord” (ancilla Domini). She manifests such
acceptance through her submissive gesture of bowing her head and putting her right hand
on her chest.

 

Figure 1. Fra Filippo Lippi, L’Annunciazione delle Murate, c. 1443–1450. Alte Pinakothek, Munich.
Photo Wikipedia: https://es.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archivo:Fra_Filippo_Lippi_014.jpg (accessed on
20 February 2025). Public domain.

It is crucial to highlight here that, shaping the ordinary Mary’s house in Nazareth
into a splendid royal palace, the cult Carmelite friar and priest Fra Filippo Lippi, who
undoubtedly knew the exegetical tradition on the matter—ideally symbolizes the Virgin’s
womb and Christ’s human nature (body), according to the double exegetical tradition of
Church Fathers, theologians, and hymnographers on the biblical metaphor domus Sapientiae.

Fra Carnevale (1420–1484) stages the scene of The Annunciation, c. 1445–1450, from
the Alte Pinakothek in Munich (Figure 2)159 inside a magnificent Renaissance palace,
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splendidly furnished. Genuflecting before Mary, Gabriel points toward her with his right
index finger to manifest her election by God the Father to be the mother of God the Son
incarnate as a man. Standing in front of a prie-dieu/lectern, the Virgin, keeping open her
prayer book, lowers with compliance her head and eyes in a gesture of accepting as a
humble “slave of the Lord” the divine plan announced to her by the archangel. Behind
Mary, the open door of her bedroom unveils her conjugal bed, whose deep Mariological
and Christological meanings we have explained in other studies (Salvador-González 2020,
pp. 7–31; 2021, pp. 77–93; 2024).

 

Figure 2. Fra Carnevale, The Annunciation, c. 1445–1450. The Alte Pinakothek, Munich. Photo Wiki-
media Commons: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fra_Carnevale_-_The_Annunciation_
-_WGA04250.jpg (accessed on 20 February 2025). Public domain.

Moreover, it is important to highlight in this painting the Virgin’s house shaped as a
luxurious royal palace to illustrate the Proverbs’ statement “Wisdom has built her house”. It
is important to indicate that Fra Carnevale was a cultured Dominican priest and friar, and
by such a status, he knew well all the Mariological and Christological interpretations of the
Church Fathers, theologians, and medieval hymnographers about the biblical metaphor
domus Sapientiae. Therefore, Fra Carnevale wanted to make these dogmatic meanings
perceptible in this Annunciation from the Alte Pinakothek in Munich by figuring Mary’s
above as a monumental royal palace.

Francesco del Cossa (1436–1479) presents in this Annunciation, 1472, from the Gemälde-
galerie Alte Meister in Dresden (Figure 3)160 another brilliant example of how to illustrate in
an image of this Marian episode the proclamation of Proverbs, according to which “Wisdom
has built her house.” That is why the painter places his Annunciation in the scenic context
of a magnificent palace with monumental architectural elements carved in precious marble.
Presiding over the event, God the Father levitates in the sky in the upper left part of the
painting while sending the Holy Spirit, depicted as a dove, towards the Virgin. Beginning
to kneel in the foreground, the archangel Gabriel raises his right hand in the double gesture
of blessing Mary and showing her the heavenly origin of the message he is delivering to her.
Standing in a demure attitude, lowering her head and eyes, she seems to show, by placing
her right hand on her chest, her willingness to unconditionally accept the Almighty’s will.

It is worth noting here that the artist, perhaps instructed by some ecclesiastic fellow,
has here represented Mary’s humble house in Nazareth as a luxurious palace to illustrate the
Mariological and Christological meanings deciphered by the Church Fathers, theologians,
and medieval liturgical hymnographers when interpreting the passage from Proverbs
“Wisdom has built her house.”
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Figure 3. Francesco del Cossa, The Annunciation, 1472. Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister,
Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden. Photo Wikimedia Commons: https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Francesco_del_Cossa_-_The_Annunciation_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg (accessed on
20 February 2025). Public domain.

Gentile Bellini (c. 1429–1507) sets The Annunciation, c. 1475, from the Thyssen-
Bornemisza Museum in Madrid (Figure 4)161 in the context of a monumental Renaissance
palace of polychrome marbles. Beginning to kneel before the Virgin in the adjacent plaza,
carrying a stalk of lilies in his left hand, Gabriel raises his right hand in the double gesture
of blessing Mary and pointing upward to indicate the origin of the announcement he is
communicating to her. Framed by the robust arch in the foreground, Mary prays devoutly
on her knees with her hands joined in a room of the palace, at the back of which one can
see her bedroom with her immaculate conjugal bed.

 

Figure 4. Gentile Bellini, The Annunciation, c. 1475. The Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Madrid. Photo
Wikipedia: https://es.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archivo:Gentile_bellini,_annunciazione.jpg (accessed
on 20 February 2025). Public domain.

Now, apart from the predictable elements in this Marian episode, it is important to un-
derline here a doctrinal pronouncement: through the visual metaphor of this unreal painted
palace, with which Gentile Bellini—probably instructed by a priest or friar—transfigured
Mary’s humble abode in Nazareth to illustrate the textual metaphors already explained,
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through which the Fathers, theologians, and liturgical hymnographers referred to the
Virgin Mary as the “house of Wisdom”, where God the Son was conceived and lived during
the five months of his gestation.

Carlo Crivelli (c. 1435–c. 1495) plans The Annunciation with Saint Emidius, 1486, from
the National Gallery in London (Figure 5)162 —one of the panels of the altarpiece of the main
altar of the church of the Santissima Annunziata of the Franciscan convent of the Observant
Friars in Ascoli Piceno—through a complex composition with great visual impact.

 

Figure 5. Carlo Crivelli, The Annunciation with Saint Emidius, 1486, The National Gallery, Lon-
don. Photo Wikipedia: https://es.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archivo:The_Annunciation,_with_Saint_
Emidius_-_Carlo_Crivelli_-_National_Gallery.jpg (accessed on 20 February 2025). Public domain.

We omit here the compositional-narrative details of highly political intention, which
allude to the privilege of partial administrative independence granted by Pope Innocent
VIII to the city of Ascoli Piceno through the intervention of its bishop. We are inter-
ested, on the other hand, in highlighting the spectacular Renaissance palace with which
Crivelli—probably instructed by one of the observant friars of the community who com-
missioned the altarpiece for the main altar of his conventual church—shaped the humble
abode of Mary in Nazareth. Through the visual metaphor of this dazzling palace, the intellec-
tual author of this Annunciation wanted to illustrate the textual metaphors domus Sapientiae,
palatium Dei, or other similar symbolic expressions, interpreted by the Fathers, theologians,
and hymnographers according to the Mariological and Christological projections above:
first, to symbolize Mary’s virginal womb as the supernatural residence that God the Son
built to inhabit upon his incarnation; second, to symbolize Christ’s human body, generated
from Mary, in which God the Son united his divine nature with his human nature.

Sandro Botticelli (1445–1510) structures his Annunciation, c. 1490, from the Kelvingrove
Art Gallery and Museum in Glasgow (Figure 6),163 in a splendid fashion, placing the Marian
episode inside a colossal Renaissance palace. On the left side, framed by a vaulted gallery
and a porticoed courtyard, the archangel Gabriel completes his flight, holding a lily stem
in his left hand while blessing the Virgin with his right. Inside the room on the right side,
Mary stands, bowing her torso and lowering her head and eyes as a sign of respectful
obedience to the divine plan announced to her by Gabriel. Crossing the opening on the
left, the beam of rays (God the Son) reaches the head/ear of the Virgin as a sign of her
immediate supernatural impregnation, according to the outstanding thesis of the conceptio
per aurem (Salvador-González 2016b, pp. 83–122), after unrestrictedly accepting the will of
God the Father as the modest ancilla Domini. Furthermore, it is noteworthy to highlight
in this Annunciation from Glasgow the colossal palace through which Botticelli shapes
the ordinary house of Mary in Nazareth. It seems that the painter—induced likely by
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an ecclesiastical mentor—wants to illustrate through this monumental royal construction
the Christological and Mariological meanings explained by the Fathers, theologians, and
hymnographers when interpreting the biblical metaphor domus Sapientiae.

 
Figure 6. Sandro Botticelli, The Annunciation, c. 1490. Art Gallery and Museum, Glasgow.
Photo Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Annunciation_(Botticelli,_Glasgow)#/media/File:
AnnunciazioneBotticelli-1490.jpg) (accessed on 20 February 2025). Public domain.

Pietro del Donzello (1452–1509) sets The Annunciation, 1498, from the Basilica di
Santo Spirito in Florence (Figure 7)164 in a monumental Renaissance palace with wide
vaulted galleries, one of which opens onto a landscape of distant mountains. The dialogue
between the two protagonists of the event takes place in one of the wings of the portico
that surrounds the vast internal patio of the palace complex. With his hands crossed on his
chest, the archangel Gabriel begins to kneel respectfully before the demure Virgin, while
she interrupts her reading/prayer of the book she holds in her left hand, while raising
her right hand as if she wanted to express her full consent to God the Father’s design
transmitted to her by the celestial messenger. Between both interlocutors, a symbolic vase
with iris flowers stands out in the foreground and in the center of the compositional axis.

 

Figure 7. Pietro del Donzello, The Annunciation, 1498, Basilica di Santo Spirito, Florence. Photo
Basilica Santo Sìrito, Firenze: https://www.basilicasantospirito.it/la-basilica/pietro-del-donzello-
annunciazione/ (accessed on 20 February 2025). Public domain.

Now, apart from these predictable details in the Renaissance images of the Annun-
ciation, it is important to highlight here the representation of Mary’s house in Nazareth
as a monumental palace. It is assumed that Pietro del Donzello, perhaps instructed by a
clergyman, wanted to illustrate with this outstanding palatial building the Mariological and
Christological interpretations brought to light by the Fathers, theologians, and medieval
liturgical hymnographers on the Proverbs saying “Wisdom has built her house.”
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Bernardino di Betto di Biagio, better known by his pseudonym Pinturicchio
(1454–1513), depicts his Annunciation, 1501, of the Cappella Baglioni in the Collegiata
di Santa Maria Maggiore in Spello (Figure 8),165 in the context of a colossal Renaissance
palace, structured by large arched galleries supported by pilasters richly decorated with
friezes and candelieri. The main room where the Virgin and Gabriel dialogue connects with
a central gallery widely open to a beautiful landscape of gardens, mountains, and villages.
Inside this monumental palatial space, the archangel kneels respectfully before Mary, bless-
ing her with his right hand while holding a lily stem in her left hand. Interrupting her
prayer before the open book placed over a massive lectern, the Virgin extends her hands
and lowers her head and eyes in a humble gesture to indicate her unrestricted obedience to
the plan of the most high of electing her as the virginal mother of God the Son incarnate.
Therefore, in the upper left side of the painting, God the Father, encircled by a mandorla of
cherubs, blesses Mary while sending to her right ear the beam of rays (a symbol of God the
Son) with the Holy Spirit shaped as a dove flying in its wake.

 

Figure 8. Pinturicchio, The Annunciation, 1501. Cappella Baglioni, Collegiata di Santa Maria Maggiore,
Spello. Photo Web Gallery of Art: https://www.wga.hu/support/viewer_m/z.html (accessed on
20 February 2025). Public domain.

It seems evident that Pinturicchio—perhaps influenced by some cleric—wanted to
represent in this Annunciation of Spello the humble abode of Mary in Nazareth in the form
of a huge palace to symbolically illustrate the meanings of the domus Sapientiae metaphor as
they were explained for more than a millennium by the Fathers, theologians, and medieval
liturgical hymnographers.

6. Conclusions

As a final point of this article, we can compile these essential results:
(1) For more than a millennium (third-thirteenth centuries), all the Fathers, theolo-

gians, and medieval liturgical hymnographers of the Greek-Eastern and Latin Churches
analyzed here manifest a substantial exegetical agreement on the metaphor domus Sapien-
tiae and other similar analogies, such as templum Dei, aula regalis, domicilium Trinitatis, or
thronus deitatis.

(2) All those masters of Christian doctrine interpret these metaphors in a Mariological
or Christological sense separately, or, as some do, in both simultaneously. In its Mariological
projection, many interpret the “house of Wisdom” and other analogous symbolic figures
as the virginal womb of Mary in which God the Son was supernaturally incarnated as
a man, uniting his divine nature with his human nature, and where he resided during
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the nine months of pregnancy. Others interpret the domus sapientiae and other similar
metaphors as the body that God the Son built for himself in the virginal womb of Mary to
hypostatically unite his divine nature with his human nature. Some simultaneously defend
both Mariological and Christological projections as essentially intertwined.

(3) In any case, for more than a millennium, all the Fathers, theologians, and medieval
liturgical hymnographers studied here interpret these metaphors as symbolic expressions of
two complementary dogmas: God the Son’s supernatural human conception/incarnation in
Mary’s virginal womb and, as a necessary consequence, Mary’s virginal divine motherhood.

(4) Given this ancient patristic, theological, and liturgical tradition on the subject under
study, it was not surprising that some artistic images of the Annunciation, the crucial event
in which God the Son’s human conception/incarnation in Mary’s virginal womb took
place, could visually illustrate these textual metaphors and their dogmatic meanings. This
is illustrated by the eight Renaissance pictorial Annunciations that we have analyzed in
this article, in which the humble home of Mary in Nazareth is shaped as a monumental,
splendid palace.

(5) Now, there is no reason to think that all the material authors of those eight paintings
perfectly knew the doctrinal meanings of the house/palace they were depicting: the painter
was required to know how to paint, without necessarily being an expert in theological
subtleties. It is evident that Fra Filippo Lippi and Fra Carnevale, due to their status as
priests and friars, knew in-depth the dogmatic contents of the domus Sapientiae doctrine,
by which they were fully aware of what they were trying to signify when painting the
house/palace in their respective Annunciations. Regarding the other six painters studied
here, two hypotheses could explain their position: as the best alternative, they could have
received from some ecclesiastic or theological expert the necessary instructions to represent
Mary’s home in Nazareth as a luxurious palace; as a second hypothesis, we can conjecture
that some painter simply just “copied” (paraphrasing it) the model of an Annunciation with
a house/palace painted by a prestigious artist.
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